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Until 1607 (when it obtained a royal charter) Chipping Norton was a seignorial borough with 

no formal independence, its rents and tolls belonging to the lord of the manor, and its 

administration chiefly reliant on manorial institutions. Medieval lords were mostly non-

resident, however, and in practice the townspeople seem (at least by the later Middle Ages) 

to have achieved some limited autonomy, reinforced by the existence of a religious guild 

from 1450 to 1547, and leading by the late 16th century to widespread (if largely unfounded) 

perceptions that the borough was in many respects independent. The charter of 1607, 

acquired amidst acrimonious disputes over borough jurisdiction between the townsmen and 

the then-resident Chadwells, established a closed corporation with authority over the whole 

of Chipping Norton township, and in 1667 the corporation's purchase of the lordship finally 

united manorial and borough government. The system continued until 1835 when a new 

elected council, headed by a mayor, was established under the Municipal Corporations Act. 

That became the urban sanitary authority for the town in 1872, and an urban district council 

in 1894, and was succeeded in 1974 by a new town council still headed by a mayor, but with 

greatly reduced powers. Alongside those changes, vestry government developed on the 

usual pattern, overseeing Chipping Norton's poor relief until the town became the centre of a 

new Poor Law Union in 1835. Over Norton township administered its own poor relief.1 

 

Town and Manorial Government to 1607 

 

Manorial Jurisdiction and Manor Courts 

 

Chipping Norton was called a 'borough' in 12412 and sent representatives to parliament in 

1302 and 1305,3 while its inhabitants were styled burgesses, and held by burgage tenure.4 

Its status (as with many small towns) remained ambiguous, however, and in 1316 and 1327 

 
1 Below, Over Norton, social hist. (welfare); local govt. 
2 Oxon. Eyre, 1241, pp. 119, 148; cf. TNA, SC 11/33 (c.1450). 
3 Below (parl. rep.). 
4 TNA, C 133/104/21; ibid. SC 11/33; ibid. C 1/799/4–5. 
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it was taxed only as a 'town' or 'vill' (villata).5 The loss of medieval court rolls and of any other 

early records, combined with the lords' and townsmen's conflicting claims during the 

disputes of 1607–9, make the details of medieval town government difficult to discern. No 

early liberties are known to have been granted, however, and 14th- and 15th-century 

manorial surveys all listed fair and market tolls and stallage amongst the lord's manorial 

assets, along with borough and customary rents, manor court profits, and (in 1302) toll of 

ale.6 The lord also claimed control over local policing, with constables (documented by 1377) 

all appointed in the court leet.7 Services owed by two of the manor's custumary tenants in 

1302 included custody of prisoners arrested within the manor, held presumably in the lord's 

town prison,8 and the lord also received felons' goods.9 

   

Medieval manor courts were nominally held every three weeks and the court leet or 

view of frankpledge twice a year,10 the latter presumably dealing (as later) with agricultural 

regulation in Chipping and Over Norton, with appointment of officers, and probably with town 

affairs such as market regulation and removal of nuisances.11 Two views in 1485–6 yielded 

over £8 in all, while a further 53s. came presumably from the other courts.12 Courts in the 

earlier period may have met at the castle site, but were held by the 1560s at the manor 

house in New Street, whose lessees were to provide food, lodging, and horse feed for the 

officers attending.13 The court leet still convened there twice a year in the late 16th century 

under the resident Chadwells, but with some routine jury business conducted in the guildhall, 

 
5 Ibid. E 179/161/8–9; cf. Rot. Hund. II, p. 36. 
6 TNA, C 133/104/21; C 136/101/3; ibid. E 142/70/1; ibid. SC 11/33; SC 6/HENVII/491. For later (18th-
cent.) views, OHC, BOR1/3/A1/1. 
7 Poll Taxes 1377–81, ed. Fenwick, II, 306; TNA, STAC 8/112/1, deposns; ibid. C 21/C34/12. 
8 Cal. Inq. p.m. IV, 53; below (town govt; policing and gaols). 
9 TNA, STAC 8/112/1, deposn of Thos Cornish. 
10 Ibid. C 133/104/21; C 136/101/3; ibid. SC 11/33; ibid. SC 6/HENVII/491 (mentioning courts and 
views in Oct. and July). Chipping Norton tenants of Cold Norton priory presumably owed suit at the 
priory's court until its apparent lapse: below, Over Norton, local govt. 
11 For later (18th-cent.) views, OHC, BOR1/3/A1/1; no earlier ct bks are known. 
12 TNA, SC 6/HENVII/491. 
13 Lease of site of manor 20 May 8 Eliz. (in town clk's safe in guildhall); above, manors (manor 
houses). 

The earthworks of the former castle 
(near the church), where medieval 
manor courts may have been held before 
their transfer to the later manor house on 
New Street. 
(Image copyright David P. Howard, 
licensed for reuse under a Creative 
Commons Licence) 
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where the steward also held the three-weekly court 'from time to time as necessary', paying 

the townsmen 2d. rent for the hall on each occasion.14 An additional court of piepowder, 

providing swift dispute-resolution for those attending the market and fairs, was established 

by royal licence by the early 17th century, probably also by the Chadwells, who certainly 

claimed jurisdiction over it.15 

Officers appointed by the Michaelmas court leet in the early 17th century included 

(besides the constables and tithingmen) cardiners or meat inspectors, ale tasters, and 

leather sealers or inspectors, underlining the lords' (by then contested) claims to jurisdiction 

over the market, fair, and tolls.16 The courts themselves were held by the lord's steward or 

the lord's bailiff, whose other duties included collection of rents and tolls and oversight of the 

town prison.17 Both were manorial appointees and could be removed at will, although some 

16th-century stewards appointed the bailiff directly as their deputy, or leased them the right 

to collect tolls and rents in return for a cash payment.18 The Chadwells also claimed to 

appoint the bellman or beadle (documented by 1531), whose duties included ringing the 

curfew bell, sweeping the market place, and various menial tasks (essentially those of 

sexton) associated with the church, including overseeing the clock. The bellman also 

collected (and was allowed to retain) the corn tolls at the market and fair, a right which the 

Chadwells alleged had been granted by previous lords in support of the office.19 

Hundredal jurisdiction within the manor was limited. The hundred's view of 

frankpledge did not extend to Chipping Norton, though in the 13th century the sheriff held an 

annual Martinmas tourn there,20 and in the 16th and early 17th century Chipping Norton 

owed the hundred 20s. ½d. annual cert money or 'headsilver', paid by the tithingman to the 

hundredal bailiff at the 'green ditch at the town's end'.21 Brasenose College (and presumably 

Cold Norton priory before it) paid a further 17d. as landholders within Chipping Norton 

township.22 

 

 

 

 
14 Deposns in TNA, STAC 8/162/7; STAC 8/112/1. The ct leet nominated officers in the guildhall, but 
swore them in back at the manor ho. 
15 TNA, C 3/292/11; ibid. C 21/C34/12. 
16 Ibid. STAC 8/112/1, deposns. 
17 Cal. Pat. 1385–9, 357; TNA, SC 11/33; ibid. C 3/292/11; ibid. C 21/C34/12; ibid. STAC 8/112/1, 
deposn of Thos Cornish. Cf. OHC, BOR1/2/1D/1, mentioning bailiff's close. 
18 L&P Hen. VIII, IV, pp. 1943, 2708; TNA, STAC 2/19/379 (also mentioning a high steward); ibid. C 
3/292/11; ibid. C 21/C34/12. 
19 OHC, MS Wills Oxon. 178.46 (bellman in 1531); TNA, STAC 8/162/7, Mic. and Edw. Chadwell's 
deposns; ibid. C 21/C34/12. For townsmen's opposing claims, TNA, C 22/332/42; below. 
20 Rot. Hund. II, pp. 36, 736; above, vol. overview (hund. govt). 
21 TNA, LR 2/189, f. 111; ibid. SC 2/197/20–1; ibid. C 21/C34/12, deposns. 
22 Valor Eccl. II, 271; below, Over Norton, landownership. 
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Town Government and Autonomy 

 

Despite their reliance on manorial institutions, leading townspeople acted together from an 

early date: the 'borough' (represented by a twelve-man jury) presented a cloth dealer to the 

justices in eyre in 1241,23 while the town's early MPs were selected from among its most 

prominent burgesses, with others providing surety.24 Responsibility for the church 

presumably also required independent organization, and a manorial survey of c.1450 

mentioned profits from a portmoot (porthmote), suggesting a possibly long-established 

borough court or assembly, albeit with its proceeds still nominally belonging to the lord.25 If 

so, it seems to have lapsed by the 16th century. Leading townsmen were certainly 

responsible for the foundation, in 1450, of the Guild of the Holy Trinity, which although a 

religious rather than a civic body brought together the town's middling and upper ranks (both 

men and women) under an elected warden or master, and was entitled to acquire property, 

have a common seal, hold meetings, and make ordinances. It additionally built or rebuilt the 

surviving guildhall fronting the market place (erected between 1514 and 1520), and oversaw 

the foundation and running of an almshouse and of the town's new grammar school, 

acquiring town properties in support of both. A guild 'steward' was mentioned in 1535.26 A 

tradition of collective action is suggested by the campaign to retain the grammar school 

when the guild was suppressed at the Reformation, and by the townsmen's eventual re-

purchasing of the guildhall through feoffees in 1562, the building being subsequently used 

for Whitsuntide feasts and other gatherings.27 Property within the town was freely bought 

and sold, subject only to quitrents,28 and townspeople regularly settled minor debt or 

trespass and assault cases in the royal courts or in other towns' courts, presumably 

supplementing (and perhaps circumventing) any similar functions provided by the Chipping 

Norton manor courts or portmoot.29 

How far the town had independent officers other than churchwardens and guild 

officials is unclear. A 'reeve' of the market mentioned c.1280 may have been a manorial 

 
23 Oxon. Eyre, 1241, p. 148. 
24 F. Palgrave (ed.), Parl. Writs, I (Rec. Com. 1827), 125, 149; below, social hist. (Middle Ages). 
25 TNA, SC 11/33. Cf. VCH Oxon. XIV, 53–4, 106, 111–15 (Witney), although there the portmoot 
apparently wielded much wider powers including market regulation, debt and nuisance cases, and 
appointment of town officers. 
26 Cal. Pat. 1446–52, 402; Eddershaw, Story, 29–33; Rosen and Cliffe, Making, 34–6; Valor Eccl. II, 
180–1; Chant. Cert. 20–2; above, town bldgs (guildhall); landownership (guild and chant. est.); below 
social hist. (Middle Ages; educ.; welfare); relig. hist. (Middle Ages). 
27 Below (borough property); social hist. (1540–1607; educ.); Eddershaw, Story, 43–6; Rosen and 
Cliffe, Making, 45 (suggesting possible gentry intervention to help save the school). 
28 e.g. TNA, CP 25/1/188/10, no. 68; CP 25/1/188/11, no. 3; CP 25/1/188/11, no. 2; CP 25/1/189/16, 
no. 22; CP 25/1/191/28, no. 20; CP 25/1/191/31, no. 42. For quitrents, TNA, STAC 8/112/1; ibid. C 
21/C34/12; C 22/332/42. 
29 e.g. ibid. CP 40/466; CP 40/483; CP 40/570 etc.; Cal. Court Bks of Borough of Witney 1538–1610, 
ed. J.L. Bolton and M.M. Maslen (ORS 54, 1985), pp. 53. 75, 129, 151, 155, 188 etc. 
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appointment,30 but the 'governors of the poor men's stock' mentioned in 1590 were 

presumably leading townsmen,31 and the 'wardens' or 'chamberlains' who arranged the 

letting of the guildhall in the late 16th and early 17th century were explicitly town rather than 

manorial officers, presaging the elected chamberlains (or town treasurers) recorded after the 

charter.32 Townsmen also claimed (contradicting the Chadwells) to have appointed the 

bellman and collector of the corn tolls.33 The bailiffs mentioned from the 13th century to the 

early 17th were presumably manorial appointees,34 but were sometimes called bailiffs of the 

town, and were closely involved in town affairs.35 The resident bailiff and woolman Robert 

Stokes was accused in the later 15th century of wrongfully imprisoning a gang of outsiders in 

the town gaol,36 and c.1528 three leading burgesses including the woolman and sometime 

bailiff Robert Busby threatened a man with imprisonment and distraint as 'head officers of 

the town'.37 Probably such people identified as strongly with their fellow townsmen as they 

did with the largely non-resident lords, the Chadwells' steward Walter Thomas eventually 

becoming a leading advocate for the new town charter and, later, the first town clerk.38 

By the time the Chadwells acquired the manor in 1596 the town had certainly 

experienced several long periods without resident lords,39 and depositions during the 

ensuing disputes suggest that townsmen had become accustomed to a fair degree of 

autonomy and independence, creating widespread (if largely unjustified) perceptions that the 

town was 'a borough in itself' which 'hath belonged to a guild',40 and that many of the 

Chadwells' claims were 'usurpations'. Manorial ownership of the market, fairs, and tolls 

(excluding the corn tolls) was largely (if not universally) accepted, but ownership of the 

'waste' (including the market place) was challenged on the grounds that it was not part of the 

manor, that the townsmen owned and had built both the guildhall and the market house, that 

they had planted trees around the market place and streets, and that they had long enjoyed 

the right of setting out sheep pens and stalls and receiving the profits – claims which 

apparently reflected recent practice if not legal reality. Ownership of the prison was subject 

to similar controversy, Chadwell (who had rebuilt it) claiming it as manorial property, but 

 
30 'Walter Draperio tunc preposito fori de Norton': BNC, Chipping Norton 7 (re-dated from witness list). 
Cf. ibid. Chipping Norton 8 (John apparitor of Norton). 
31 OHC, MS Wills Oxon. 10/5/35. 
32 TNA, STAC 8/112/1, deposns; below (town govt 1607–1835). 
33 e.g. TNA, C 22/332/42, deposns. Bellmen were later appointed by the ct leet, however (below, 
1607–1835). 
34 Above (manorial jurisdicn). 
35 TNA, SC 8/79/3904 (mentioning a bailiff 'de la ville' with market responsibilities); ibid. C 1/31/502 
('bailiff of the town'). Cf. Oxon. Eyre, 1241, p. 119, listing the bailiff under a 'borough' heading 
alongside 2 electors and a jury of leading townsmen. 
36 TNA, C 1/31/502; for his trade ibid. CP 40/871, m. 416; Cal. Pat. 1467–77, p. 323. 
37 TNA, C 1/799/4–5; cf. ibid. C 1/748/33; ibid. STAC 2/19/379. 
38 Ibid. C 3/292/11; below. 
39 Above, landownership; below, social hist. 
40 TNA, STAC 8/112/1, deposn of Jn Wylletts. 
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most townsmen asserting that it had always been viewed as the town (or king's) prison. The 

lord's right to the court leet was also largely uncontested, although deponents differed as to 

whether fines were imposed for non-attendance, and if so whether they were enforced. 

Some questioned (mistakenly) whether the manor even included the town, citing other 

owners of town property, or claiming that the king was lord of the town until the charter was 

procured.41 Far from settling such disputes, the charter's acquisition initially exacerbated 

them, prompting long-running suits and counter-suits and (in 1607) physical confrontations.42

 

 

Town and Manorial Government 1607–183543 

 

The 1607 Charter 

 

The royal charter sealed on 27 February 1606/7 followed a petition by leading inhabitants 

during their disputes with the Chadwells, and presumably at the townsmen's behest 

confirmed the borough's 'liberties [and] franchises' as established by 'divers prescriptions 

and customs', irrespective of whether those had been 'not heretofore used' or had been 

'abused or... forfeited or lost'. More specifically, it established a 'free borough' governed by a 

closed and self-perpetuating corporation of 14, comprising two 'bailiffs' (the town's most 

senior officers) and 12 'capital burgesses', who served for life and appointed the bailiffs 

annually from amongst their number. Business was enacted through regular meetings of the 

bailiffs and burgesses in common council, supported by (amongst other officers) a town clerk 

appointed at pleasure. The corporation could make bylaws, hold property, have a common 

seal, and plead (or be impleaded) in the courts, while the bailiffs were also ex officio justices 

of the peace for the borough, with the right to hold quarter sessions dealing with felonies not 

 
41 Misc. deposns in TNA, STAC 8/162/7; STAC 8/112/1; STAC 8/67/9; ibid. C 21/C34/12; C 
22/332/42; below (policing and gaols). Edw. Chadwell accepted that inhabitants had set up sheep 
pens and stalls, but asserted (correctly) that this infringed on the lord's ancient rights. 
42 Below, social hist. (1540–1700: govt and politics). 
43 See also Eddershaw, Story, 48–54, 70–4. 

Chipping Norton market place c.1800, 
showing a successor of the market 
house which leading townsmen 
claimed to have erected at their own 
cost around the 1540s. Jurisdiction 
over the market area was one of 
many issues over which the 
townsmen and the Chadwells (as 
resident lords) came into conflict in 
the early 17th century, both before 
and after the town's acquisition of a 
borough charter in 1607. 
(Image copyright Chipping Norton 
town council) 
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involving loss of life or limb. The charter further established a weekly (Monday) court of 

record with cognizance over debt and contract disputes, detention of deeds, and the taking 

of beasts or cattle, provided the value did not exceed £4.44 Responsibility for the grammar 

school and its endowments was also transferred to the corporation,45 whose jurisdiction 

encompassed not only the town itself but the township's rural parts.46 

In addition, the charter unequivocally granted jurisdiction over the market and fairs 

(including the court of piepowder), and the right to hold a twice yearly court leet or view of 

frankpledge, despite the fact that the lords still claimed those rights and that they continued 

to be mentioned in manorial deeds until the corporation's purchase of the manor in 1667.47 

Both grants led to conflict in the months after the charter's adoption, first when the 

Chadwells held a rival April court leet and challenged the corporation's right to elect officers 

in its own court, and later when rival manorial and corporation officers each tried to oversee 

the July fair and collect the tolls.48 The Chadwells' legal challenges were finally defeated in 

1609,49 and bylaws issued in 1628 imply that by then the corporation was routinely 

overseeing the market and appointing officers in its own court.50 Even so a 31-year lease of 

the tolls to the corporation by the lord Edward Dixon in 1649 (at a rent of £6 and two sugar 

loaves) suggests further challenges to its rights,51 and only the corporation's purchase of the 

manor finally resolved the issue. The 1628 bylaws also reinforced and elaborated the 

charter's wider provisions, underpinning its operation until the 1830s.52 

 

Officers   

 

The borough's first 12 burgesses were named in the charter, comprising leading townsmen 

such as the mercers Henry Cornish and Mark Preston, the drapers Thomas Fawler and John 

Willetts, the maltster and innkeeper Thomas Hyatt, and the shoemaker Edward Averill, 

presumably all involved in the petition to the Crown. Also named were the first two bailiffs, 

 
44 For charter (which mentions the petition), OHC, BOR1/1/D/1 (Latin original); BOR1/1/D/3 
(translation c.1709); for background, below, social hist. (1540–1700: govt and politics). The 
corporation's official name was 'The Bailiffs and Burgesses of the Borough or Town of Chipping 
Norton'. 
45 OHC, BOR1/1/D/1 and 3; below, social hist. (educ.). 
46 1st Rep. of Commissioners ... into Munic. Corpns: App. Pt 1 (Parl. Papers 1835 [116], xxiii), pp. 
167–72; above, boundaries. The charter itself did not define the area of jurisdiction. 
47 e.g. OHC, BOR1/2/1D/5; BOR1/5/A1/2 (abstract of title at end). 
48 Deposns in TNA, STAC 8/112/1; STAC 8/162/7; STAC 8/67/9; below, social hist. (1540–1700: govt 
and politics). 
49 TNA, STAC 8/18/11, ordering them to pay fines of over £380 in all. 
50 OHC, BOR1/14/MS/1, bylaws. 
51 Ibid. BOR1/2/1D/8 (recited leases). 
52 OHC, BOR1/14/MS/1, bylaws; 1st Rep. of Commissioners ... into Munic. Corpns: App. Pt 1 (Parl. 
Papers 1835 [116], xxiii), pp. 167–72. 
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the mercer William Hunt and the yeoman William Diston.53 Thereafter the burgesses chose 

two new bailiffs annually from amongst four burgesses nominated, theoretically on the 

Monday after Michaelmas, but in practice (by the 18th century) at common council meetings 

in September or October. Nearly all were drawn from the same prosperous town élite and 

from a variety of trades (a rare exception being the curate and grammar school master 

Samuel Leigh in 1824), and several served more than one term, although never 

consecutively.54 Very occasionally a nominee refused to serve, and was fined £5 under the 

1628 bylaws.55 Residence within the borough was a legal requirement,56 but no formal 

progression through the 'inferior' offices was necessary, some bailiffs being appointed only a 

short time after becoming burgesses.57 Burgesses themselves held office for life unless 

removed for misconduct, and chose replacements from amongst the townsmen, refusal to 

serve invoking a £4 fine.58 Dissenters were barred from election under the 1661 Corporation 

Act, although in 1784 the corporation sought legal advice as to whether a prosperous town 

Baptist could serve.59 

Town offices established by the charter included that of town clerk or common 

steward, who was appointed by the bailiffs and burgesses for life or at pleasure. His duties, 

which could be shared with a deputy, included presiding with the bailiffs over the quarter 

sessions and court of record, assisting the bailiffs in their early role as clerks of the market, 

and fulfilling a wide range of administrative, secretarial, and legal functions.60 The first 

(Walter Thomas) lived 'by writing bonds [and] leases &c.',61 and by the 18th century most 

were professional lawyers62 and continued to serve long terms,63 despite receiving only 

incidental fees and emoluments which in 1833 totalled no more than £25 a year.64 Some 

 
53 OHC, BOR1/1/D/1 and 3. Of the others, Chris. Needle was a glover and Ric. Berry a linen draper 
and mercer: Eddershaw, Story, 51; above, urban econ. 
54 OHC, BOR1/14/MS/1, bylaws; BOR1/5/A1/1–2 (elections from 1720); BOR1/3/A1/1–4; 1st Rep. of 
Commissioners ... into Munic. Corpns: App. Pt 1, p. 169. Cf. above, urban econ.; below, social hist. 
55 e.g. OHC, BOR1/5/A1/1, ff. 13, 128. 
56 Ibid. BOR1/14/MS/1, bylaws. 
57 e.g. Hen. Fairfax, Rob. Brown, Thos Guy: ibid. BOR1/5/A1/1, ff. 117, 119, 127v., 129, 156. 
58 Ibid. BOR1/14/MS/1; BOR1/5/A1/1, ff. 30, 152, 156. For a legal challenge to the oblign to serve (in 
1818), BOR1/4/A1/1. 
59 John Osmond: ibid. BOR1/5/A1/2, 7 Dec. 1784; ibid. MS Wills Oxon. 270/3/6; TNA, PROB 
11/1587/186. 
60 OHC, BOR1/1/D/1; BOR1/14/MS/1, bylaws; BOR1/5/A1/1, ff. 4–5, 10–12, and passim; 
BOR1/3/A1/1, passim. 
61 Cal. Cttee for Compounding, IV, 3055. 
62 e.g. Nic. Harbach, Chas Brown, Theophilus Walford, Weston Aplin: OHC, BOR1/5/A1/1, ff. 49, 
156v., 168; TNA, PROB 11/596/402; Oxf. Jnl Syn. 17 Oct. 1767, 9 Dec. 1771; Pigot's Dir. Oxon. 
(1830). John Wakefield (d. 1782) was a scrivener: TNA, PROB 11/1091/111. 
63 e.g. Chas Brown (c.1738–65): OHC, BOR1/3/A1/1; BOR1/5/A1/1, f. 156v. Wal. Thomas and his son 
Wm (d. 1674) both served for life: OHC, par. reg. transcript, s.a. 1640/1 (mistranscribed Jonas) and 
1674; TNA, PROB 11/189/404. 
64 1st Rep. of Commissioners ... into Munic. Corpns: App. Pt 1, p. 169.  
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also served concurrently as bailiff.65 Two serjeants at mace (chosen annually by the bailiffs) 

executed proclamations, arrests, and distraints, and attended court sessions, while their 

ceremonial functions included carrying gilt maces engraved with the royal arms before the 

bailiffs on formal occasions. In the 1830s (when they were usually re-appointed year on 

year) they still received a 52s. annual allowance for bearing the maces at the corporation's 

weekly Sunday procession from the guildhall to the church, supplemented by 1s. for each 

attendance at corporation meetings, and a small fee on the admission of outsiders as 

freemen of the borough. The senior serjeant then also received individually negotiated fees 

for acting as town crier.66 By 1628 (and probably from 1607) there were also two annually 

elected chamberlains, effectively borough treasurers who collected fines, forfeitures, and 

rents, made authorised payments, and kept independently audited accounts, sometimes 

also finding lessees for the market tolls and enquiring into encroachments.67 By the 1760s 

(and sometimes earlier) the office was filled usually by the two outgoing bailiffs, a pattern 

which continued until 1835.68 The bailiffs and burgesses sometimes also hired paid attorneys 

to assist in the court of record under the terms of the charter, while any elected officers who 

refused to serve could (like the bailiffs and burgesses) be fined, the chamberlains £2 and the 

rest £1.69 

Alongside such officers were those appointed by the corporation's court leet, 

although from 1667 (and possibly earlier) town and manorial government were so enmeshed 

that the distinction was largely academic.70 Peace officers included two constables and two 

or more tithingmen (effectively assistant constables), who answered to the bailiffs as JPs, 

arrested felons, instituted hue and cries, oversaw the town prison and stocks, and presented 

offenders to the court and quarter sessions. The beadle or bellman, paid 40s. a year in 1771, 

also became primarily a peace-keeping officer, patrolling the town by night and presenting 

'vagrants, night walkers and disorderly persons' to the justices. By the early 19th century the 

court additionally appointed a separate night watchman and a lamplighter. Officers 

overseeing the market and fairs comprised two or more clerks of the market (a role originally 

envisaged for the bailiffs), between two and four leather sealers, and (until the early 18th 

century) two ale tasters, who also regulated bread and meat. Agricultural officers included 

four inspectors of commons and varying numbers of fieldsmen, haywards, and drivers, who 

 
65 e.g. Theophilus Walford and Thos Winter: OHC, BOR1/3/A1/3; BOR1/5/A1/2. 
66 Ibid.; OHC, BOR1/1/D/1; BOR1/14/MS/1, bylaws; BOR1/5/A1/1, ff. 6, 8, 11, 36 etc. For the maces, 
below (seals and insignia). 
67 OHC, BOR1/14/MS/1, bylaws; BOR1/5/A1/1, ff. 3, 5–6, 9–11, 16, 25, 37 etc.; TNA, C 5/54/27. A 
1735 decision to appoint only one was swiftly reversed. 
68 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/1, ff. 120, 126v., 129, 152, 156v. etc.; 1st Rep. of Commissioners ... into Munic. 
Corpns: App. Pt 1, p. 169. 
69 OHC, BOR1/1/D/1 and 3; BOR1/14/MS/1, bylaws; BOR1/5/A1/1, f. 168. 
70 Below (council meetings etc.); for earlier leet appointments, above (town govt to 1607). 
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with the constables enforced the court's annual field orders. Two elected affeerers regulated 

the fines imposed by the court.71 Four surveyors of highways were elected annually by the 

vestry (which audited their accounts),72 but were also answerable to the court leet and to the 

bailiffs' quarter sessions, which could each order road repairs.73 

 

Common Council meetings, Borough Quarter Sessions, and Manor Courts   

 

By the 18th century the common council met up to half a dozen times a year (sometimes 

more including adjourned sessions), either at inns such as the White Hart or (particularly by 

the early 19th century) in the guildhall. Both bailiffs usually attended, along with the town 

clerk and (generally) at least six to seven burgesses.74 Meeting etiquette was laid down in 

the 1628 bylaws: the burgesses ('decently' attired in their gowns) were to 'speak in order as 

they sit according to their degree', to behave 'soberly in word and deed', and to remain until 

business was concluded, with fines imposed on transgressors – a reflection, perhaps, of the 

unseemly confrontations which had followed the charter's original acquisition. Decisions 

were by majority vote, with the bailiffs (and if necessary the senior bailiff) exercising a 

casting vote. Divulging anything done or said in meetings was punishable by expulsion, a 

rule which was forcefully restated in 1720, thus ensuring that the corporation remained even 

more closed than its constitution might suggest.75 Anyone abusing the corporation or its  

 

officers was fined or prosecuted, and in 1724 the council ruled that townspeople summoned 

to appear before it must remain standing unless given permission to sit.76 In addition to their 

 
71 OHC, BOR1/14/MS/1, bylaws; BOR1/3/A1/1–4, passim; below (street lighting; policing). A 
statement in 1st Rep. of Commissioners ... into Munic. Corpns: App. Pt 1, p. 171, that constables 
were appointed and paid by the vestry appears to have been mistaken. 
72 OHC, PAR64/2/A1/1, passim. In 1746 they were each allowed 10s. expenses. 
73 OHC, BOR1/14/MS/1, bylaws (instructions for jury); BOR1/3/A1/1, qtr sessn 17 Apr. 1721; 
BOR1/3/A1/1, ct leet 22 Oct. 1722. 
74 Ibid. BOR1/5/A1/1–2 (minutes 1720–1835); no earlier minutes are know. 
75 Ibid. BOR1/14/MS/1, bylaws; BOR1/5/A1/1, f. 6. 
76 Ibid. BOR1/5/A1/1, ff. 7, 10, 28; BOR1/3/A1/1, 23 Oct. 1738. 

Chipping Norton guildhall (its early 16th-
century part on the right), built by the late 
medieval Guild of the Holy Trinity 
c.1514--20, reacquired for town use in 
1562, and vested in the new borough 
council in 1607. Council meetings and 
courts took place in the upper chamber, 
though by the 18th century they were 
often adjourned to nearby inns such as 
the White Hart. 
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normal meetings, the bailiffs and burgesses were to gather at the guildhall at least quarterly 

to inspect the ladders, hooks, and leather buckets provided for fire-fighting.77 

 Routine council business besides the autumn elections included investigation of 

minor encroachments on the market frontage (usually allowed in return for a small quitrent); 

removal of nuisances; market and fair regulation (including letting of tolls and stallage); 

admission of outside traders as freemen; collection of rents and fines and leasing of town 

property; appointment of grammar school masters; and annual distribution of the various 

town charities left in the corporation's charge, including allocation of almshouse places. In 

1720 the council defended the burgesses' hunting, hawking, and fishing rights within the 

manor, and in 1762 it appointed a gamekeeper at 10s. a year. An enquiry into the state of 

the corporation's property was set up in 1824, and in 1835 its weights and measures were 

adjusted in line with new government legislation.78 An annual bailiffs' feast, part-funded by a 

bequest from Henry Cornish (d. 1650), was held at the White Hart or another local inn 

following the Michaelmas election of new bailiffs, although the council occasionally voted not 

to hold it in a particular year.79 

The borough quarter sessions (presided over by the bailiffs as JPs and by the town 

clerk as clerk of the peace) met usually in January, April, July, and October in the early 18th 

century, with an additional March or April session held for licensing public houses. From the 

1730s only the October session (which included a jury and was held usually with the annual 

court leet) was systematically recorded,80 but the bailiffs still sat without a jury at the other 

quarters,81 and continued to license public houses in April or (from 1756) September.82 The 

sessions heard petty offences such as assault and theft, drunkenness and swearing 

(including one instance of cursing the king), abuse of corporation officers, highway 

nuisances, short measures, the suppression (in 1747) of a 'bawdy house', and failure or 

refusal to find sureties for good behaviour. Some offenders were fined and a handful were 

whipped, set in the stocks, or briefly imprisoned in the town gaol, but others were transferred 

to Oxford prison, and the bailiffs regularly referred cases to the county sessions, so that in 

1833 it was reported that no offenders had been actually tried in the borough for over 50 

 
77 Ibid. BOR1/14/MS/1, bylaws; below (fire-fighting). 
78 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/1–2; BOR1/14/MS/1 (bylaws re freemen and apprentices); above, urban econ. 
(mkts and fairs); below, social hist. (educ.; welfare). From 1612 the bailiffs and burgesses were 
additionally governors of an almsho. in Stow-on-the-Wold (Glos.): VCH Glos, VI, 164. 
79 TNA, PROB 11/214/314 (leaving 40s. for the dinner); OHC, BOR1/5/A1/1, ff. 17, 23, 30 etc.; 
Eddershaw, Story, 75. 
80 OHC, BOR1/3/A1/1–4; below. 
81 e.g. OHC, QS/RI/1791/Trin/6–7; QS/RI/1793/Ep/18; QS/CC/1812/Mic/1; QS/RI/1818/Ep/15. 
82 Ibid. BOR1/3/A3/1–3. 
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years.83 Some other cases went before the county justices presumably because the offence 

took place outside the borough, or because outsiders were involved.84 Occasionally the 

borough sessions intervened in bastardy and child-maintenance cases (dealt with usually by 

the vestry),85 and in 1731 the bailiff-JPs ruled 'upon the humble petition of the grand jury' that 

no 'quack doctors' should hawk their medicines at the market or fair, and that no puppet 

shows should be performed in the guildhall.86 Nuisances and similar cases were increasingly 

dealt with in the court leet, however, and by the early 19th century the borough sessions 

were often adjourned with no business recorded.87 An 'entertainment' held in connection with 

the quarter sessions was mentioned in 1720, when it was agreed that the bailiffs could each 

bring a guest, and that local county JPs should also be invited.88 

 The court leet and view, still held twice a year in the early 17th century,89 met only in 

October by the early 18th, again presided over by the bailiffs and by the town clerk as 

steward. A rare exception was a session in May 1723, concerned partly with the market 

house. The date of the court was fixed by the common council and generally coincided with 

the October quarter session, which was presumably held at the same time and place and 

swore in the officers elected by the court; the court's homage and the quarter session's jury 

usually also comprised the same people, who were chosen from the townsmen each year 

with some attempt 'to distribute the burthen ... fairly'. Besides electing officers and making 

field orders, the court heard presentments concerning nuisances, grazing offences, and (in 

1768) outsiders trading in the town, although its remit was theoretically wider, encompassing 

theft, forestalling and other market offences, encroachments, and enquiry into the conduct of 

the constables, tithingmen, and surveyors of highways. The clerks of the market presented 

short measures there in 1771. By the late 18th and early 19th century the court also dealt 

with aspects of sanitation and water supply, public behaviour and policing, and Sunday 

observance, its 30-odd numbered orders effectively creating a series of bylaws for the town 

as well as for agriculture.90 

 
83 Cal. SP Dom. 1629–31, 491; Worcs. Arch. and Archaeol. Service, 1/1/195/92; OHC, BOR1/3/A1/1, 
passim; ibid. QS/1690/Trin/16; QS/1709/Ep/33; QS/1709/Ep/37; QS/RI/1791/Trin/6; 1st Rep. of 
Commissioners ... into Munic. Corpns: App. Pt 1, p. 171. 
84 e.g. OHC, Cal. QS I, pp. 52, 54b, 94, 107, 136b etc. For a rare case of county JPs acting with the 
bailiffs, LJ, XI, p. 49 (assault on minister in 1660). 
85 OHC, Cal. QS III, p. 411; ibid. BOR1/3/A1/1, 5 July 2 Geo. II; below (vestry govt). Removals were 
dealt with by the county JPs. 
86 OHC, BOR1/3/A1/1, 25 Oct. 1731. 
87 Ibid. BOR1/3/A1/3–4. 
88 Ibid. BOR1/5/A1/1, f. 7. 
89 TNA, STAC 8/67/9; OHC, BOR1/1/D/1 and 3. 
90 OHC, BOR1/14/MS/1, bylaws, instructions for jury; BOR1/3/A1/1–4; 1st Rep. of Commissioners ... 
into Munic. Corpns: App. Pt 1, p. 171. For setting of court dates, OHC, BOR1/5/A1/1, f. 182; 
BOR1/5/A1/2, 30 Sept. 1782 etc. 
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 The weekly court of record is poorly documented, but was certainly held in the 

guildhall in the early 17th century,91 and was reportedly much used as a small debts court 

until c.1780. By 1833, however, a government inspector could find no trace of it 'either in the 

corporation books or in living memory'.92 The court of piepowder may have lapsed by 1628, 

when the corporation bylaws made no mention of it.93 

 
Town and Manorial Government 1835–94 

 

The government's 1833 enquiry into ancient boroughs reported strong local support for 

retaining Chipping Norton's independent borough magistrates, but widespread criticism of 

the corporation's closed and self-perpetuating constitution, its failure to publish accounts, 

and its continued charging of fees for freedom to trade within the town. The inspector also 

highlighted the corporation's precarious finances, its intermingling of charitable and borough 

funds, and its lack of modern policing.94 The town's government was accordingly reformed 

under the 1835 Municipal Corporations Act, which made Chipping Norton a municipal 

borough and established a new elected town council comprising a mayor, four aldermen, 

and 12 councillors. Those last (as in other reformed boroughs) were directly elected by the 

ratepayers and served for three years, with a third retiring every year; the aldermen (who 

served for six years) were elected by the councillors from amongst their own number, with 

two retiring every third year, while the mayor (elected by the council in November) served for 

one year, but could be re-elected.95 With the exception of Albert Brassey of Heythrop (MP for 

North Oxfordshire, and mayor 1898–1902), all the mayors were serving councillors or 

aldermen.96 The borough retained its own petty sessions and magistrates, who included the 

mayor and his immediate predecessor ex officio,97 and its boundaries remained unaltered, a  

government proposal to reduce them in 1838 prompting strong local resistance on the 

grounds that it would reduce the magistrates' area of jurisdiction, partition the town's 

commons, and necessitate separate rates for the township's urban and non-urban parts.98 

As it was, the new borough rate (set annually by the council) was collected with the poor rate 

 
91 e.g. TNA, STAC 8/162/7; see also J. Ogilby, Britannia (1675), p. 3. 
92 1st Rep. of Commissioners ... into Munic. Corpns: App. Pt 1, p. 171. 
93 OHC, BOR1/14/MS/1; for refs in 1607–8, TNA, C 21/C34/12. 
94 1st Rep. of Commissioners ... into Munic. Corpns: App. Pt 1, pp. 167–72; below (borough property). 
95 Municipal Corporations Act, 5 & 6 Wm IV, c. 76; OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3. The Act also ended outsiders' 
payments for freedom to trade. 
96 For Brassey: Eddershaw, Story, 97; OHC, BOR1/5/A1/6, p. 418; BOR1/5/A1/7, p. 232; below, 
social hist, (1800–1914). Non-councillors could serve as mayor under the 1882 Municipal 
Corporations Act (45 & 46 Vic. c. 50). 
97 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 22 Feb. 1836; 14 May 1838; below (policing). 
98 OHC, BOR1/15/A1/2; Municipal Corporation Boundaries (England and Wales): Oxfordshire [1831–
4]: copy in OHC, 352 (BOU). 
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by the overseers, who were then charged for the borough's share.99 The council additionally 

retained its ownership of the manor.100 

 The new council's members comprised the same sort of leading townsmen who had 

served on the unreformed corporation, including prominent tradesmen, professionals, and 

manufacturers: the first mayor was the brewer and wine and spirit merchant W.S. Hitchman, 

whose fellows included the solicitors G.F. Tilsley and H.F. Wilkins, the drapers and bank 

agents Thomas Rolls and Robert Parsons, and the carrier and waggon proprietor John 

Ward. Over 20 meetings (excluding those of subcommittees) were held in the first year 

alone, and up to a dozen a year in the 1860s, most of them well attended; the earliest 

meetings were in the guildhall, but moved from 1842 to the new town hall, which was first 

mooted in May 1836. Business, as earlier, included market regulation and leasing of tolls, 

clearance of nuisances, oversight of encroachments into the street or market place, street 

cleaning and lighting, and administration of town charities (including almshouses). The 

council also took on powers under the Lighting and Watching Act of 1833, raising a separate 

lighting rate and establishing lighting and watch committees, of which the latter oversaw the 

town's policing until the formation of a county constabulary in 1857. Occasional special 

meetings dealt with particular issues, including new railway proposals in 1865 and the threat 

of a new turnpike gate near the railway station in 1873.101 New bylaws were agreed in 1836,  

and distributed amongst householders.102 

                                                                                                   

  

 

 

 
99 OHC, BOR1/15/A1/2; ibid. BOR1/5/A1/3, 5 Mar. 1836; 14 Aug. 1838 etc. 
100 Above, landownership; below. 
101 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3–4; Robson's Commercial Dir. (1839); above, town bldgs (public bldgs); below 
(policing; utilities). 
102 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 1 Dec. 1836, 8 May 1837, 21 Feb. 1842. For later bylaws, ibid. BOR1/14/N/1–
7. 

Left: minutes of a council meeting 8 February 1856 (OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3), signed by Charles Holmes as 
mayor, and mentioning leasing of the town hall, refusal to allow an advertising show board, and leasing of 
weighbridge tolls.   Right: the solicitor and town alderman Henry Field Wilkins, who served as mayor seven 
times between 1836 and 1886. (Image copyright Chipping Norton town council) 
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 Sanitation became increasingly prominent in council affairs, and in 1865 the council's 

inspector of nuisances was forced to resign after a resident surgeon submitted a damning 

report into sanitary conditions in the town.103 Under the Public Health Act of 1872 the council 

became the urban sanitary authority for the borough, giving it additional powers and 

responsibilities for which a separate sanitation rate was raised. New officers included a non-

resident medical officer of health (shared with numerous other authorities), and in 1878 a 

veterinary inspector was appointed under the Contagious Diseases (Animals) Act. The 

growing range and volume of business was reflected in the creation of further committees, 

which by 1878 covered not only lighting and watching but finance, sanitation, roads and 

footways, inspection of building plans, school attendance, water supply, the fire brigade, and 

town hall improvement. Expenditure for the half year included c. £200 on highways, 

footways, and stone, £355 on sanitation work and street sweeping, £69 on gas for street 

lighting and the clock, and £62 on salaries.104 By then the council was also responsible for 

the new waterworks (opened in 1878) at Glyme Farm,105 and from 1882 it acted as burial 

board for the new municipal cemetery on the Worcester road,106 besides administering 

several sets of allotments.107 

 The council's powers over market place encroachments, the 'waste', and the 

remaining commons derived from its continued lordship of the manor,108 and in 1867–8 it 

exchanged the parish pound for a new plot near Back Lane (Albion Street).109 The council's 

autumn court leet continued until 1847, issuing field orders for the commons, hearing 

presentments from the jury (which reported on rubbish dumping and other nuisances in the 

town), and still appointing constables, tithingmen, and clerks of the market, who were sworn 

in at a subsequent council meeting.110 No courts were held thereafter, although the council 

continued to exercise manorial rights and collect quitrents.111 

 

Salaried Officers    A town clerk and a treasurer were appointed from 1836, as required by 

the Act. The former received £20 a year, the solicitor Weston Aplin (who had been town 

clerk to the old corporation) continuing in the role until 1871. Also appointed were an 

 
103 Ibid. BOR1/5/A1/3, mins 11, 23 and 30 Aug. 1865; below (officers). 
104 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/4; below (officers). For road maintenance records (1865–1952), OHC, BOR1/34. 
105 Below (utilities). 
106 Kelly's Dir. Oxon. (1883 and later edns); below (borough property); relig. hist. (churchyard and 
Worc. Rd cemetery). 
107 Below (borough property); social hist. (welfare: charities). 
108 Above, landownership. For sales of parts of its 'waste', OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 21 May 1841, 7 Feb., 
19 Aug. 1842; below (borough property). 
109 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/4, 9 Aug., 5 Nov. 1867, 14 Feb., 8 May 1868. 
110 Ibid. BOR1/3/A1/4; BOR1/5/A1/3, 1 Dec. 1836, 26 May 1843. Haywards were also still appointed, 
but leather sealers only to 1831. 
111 Below (borough property). 
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inspector of weights and measures and (initially) three borough constables, who replaced 

the beadle and watchman.112 An inspector of nuisances was appointed from 1855 under the 

Nuisances Removals Act, his duties in 1865 (when the salary was £5 a year) including 

disinfecting public places, and making weekly inspections to enforce removal of rubbish and 

emptying of cess pits.113 Street cleaning or watering was contracted out,114 although the 

council acquired its own street watering cart.115 Lesser posts included those of town hall 

keeper and town crier, the latter still noted in the 1930s.116 

 From 1873 the council made further appointments as urban sanitary authority, 

including joining with the rest of the county to share a central medical officer (based in 

Oxford) to advise on public health.117 The town clerk became clerk to the urban sanitary 

authority at £50 a year, a new highways surveyor (paid £20) replaced the parish surveyors 

within the borough (his responsibilities including overseeing street sweeping as well as 

repair), and the inspector of nuisances was reappointed at £30 a year, subject to the Local 

Government Board's approval.118 A school attendance officer was appointed from 1877 

under the provisions of the 1876 Education Act,119 and a sexton for the new cemetery from 

1882.120 Offices were sometimes combined, the solicitor G.H. Saunders serving in 1883 as 

town clerk, clerk to the urban sanitary authority, clerk to the burial board, and clerk to the 

magistrates, while the surgeon John Mace was surveyor, sanitary inspector, and collector of 

sanitation and water rates, with oversight of the new water works.121 

 

Town Government 1894–1974 

 

Under the Local Government Act of 1894 (implemented the following year) the borough 

became an urban district and the council an urban district council, which took over the 

 
112 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 1 Jan., 15 Sept., 1 Dec. 1836, 23 Nov. 1843; BOR1/5/A1/4, 10 Oct. 1871; 
BOR1/16/A1/1, s.a. 1836; below (policing). Separate manorial constables and tithingmen continued 
until 1847: OHC, BOR1/3/A1/4. 
113 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 18 Sept., 16 Nov. 1855, 14 Aug. 1857, 21 May 1858, 11 Aug. 1865; 
Nuisances Removal (England) Act, 18 & 19 Vic. c. 121. For earlier council cttees to inspect 
nuisances, OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 21 July 1836, 3 Sept. 1849. 
114 Below (utilities: drainage etc.). 
115 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/4, 15 May 1868, 7 Mar. 1873, 13 June 1879. 
116 Ibid. BOR1/5/A1/3, 15 Sept. 1836; BOR1/5/A1/4, 9 Aug., 9 Nov. 1867, 13 June, 11 July 1873; 
Kelly's Dir. Oxon. (1895 and later edns). 
117 OHC, BOR1/20/A3/1–4; BOR1/5/A1/4, 9 Dec. 1872, 7 Mar., 12 Sept. 1873; for annual repts, 
BOR1/20/A4/1. 
118 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/4, 7 Mar., 12 Sept. 1873. 
119 Elem. Educ. Act, 39 & 40 Vic. c. 79; OHC, BOR1/5/A1/4, 12 Jan., 10 Aug., 14 Sept. 1877, 12 Apr. 
1878. For attendance pps, ibid. BOR1/29/A1/1–4; BOR1/29/A2/1; BOR1/29/C/1–2. 
120 OHC, BOR1/35/N2/1; Kelly's Dir. Oxon. (1883 and later edns). 
121 Kelly's Dir. Oxon. (1883); Oxon. Weekly News, 16 Oct. 1878, p. 5. For the town veterinary 
inspector, above. 
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vestry's power to appoint overseers.122 The council's make-up and constitution were 

otherwise unaffected, however, and in other respects town government continued much as 

before, the combined town and urban district council meeting monthly in the town hall, 

supplemented by regular meetings of its existing committees. By 1910, the whole council 

also met regularly in committee in addition to its formal public meetings.123 Sanitation, water 

supply, and sewerage remained dominant themes into the 20th century, culminating in the 

enhanced water supply completed in 1900 and the new sewerage system opened in 1902; 

the funding for such schemes came from loans obtained with the Local Government Board's 

agreement and repaid from the rates, while the council still also received some modest 

income from its borough property and quitrents.124 Other regular business included road 

maintenance (partly under contracts with the county council),125 street lighting, and fire 

prevention (including the issuing of benzoline storage licences),126 while ad hoc 

subcommittees looked at issues as diverse as coronation festivities, provision of urinals and 

a proposed swimming baths,127 pub licensing and road safety,128 and bylaws governing the 

distance between houses and pigstyes.129 The mayor and former mayor also retained their 

roles as borough magistrates, holding weekly petty sessions in the town hall.130 Salaried 

officers in 1939 comprised the town clerk (serving also as collector of general and water 

rates and clerk to the burial board), the treasurer (manager of the local Midland Bank), the 

borough surveyor and sanitary inspector, the non-resident medical officer of health, and the 

hall keeper,131 supplemented (as earlier) by workmen at the sewage- and waterworks.132 

 Provision and administration of council housing became significant from the 1920s 

and particularly after the Second World War, requiring appointment of a borough architect,133 

and in 1951 the council remained additionally responsible for refuse collection, water supply 

and sewerage, borough roads and street lighting, the market and cemetery, allotments, and 

recreational spaces, responsibility for fire-fighting having by then passed to the county 

council.134 Joint initiatives with other authorities included provision of an isolation hospital 

 
122 Local Govt Act 1894 (56 & 57 Vic. c. 73); OHC, BOR1/5/A1/6, pp. 172, 204; BOR1/5/A1/7, pp. 50, 
166; below (vestry govt). An assistant overseer was last noted in 1924: Kelly's Dir. Oxon. (1924–39 
edns). 
123 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/6–8; BOR1/5/A2/1–2. 
124 Below (borough property; utilities). 
125 e.g. OHC, BOR1/5/A1/7, pp. 363, 411, 428–9. 
126 Ibid. p. 18; below (street lighting; fire fighting). 
127 e.g. OHC, BOR1/5/A2/2. 
128 Ibid. BOR1/27/A1/3, pp. 2, 17 (recommending pub closures), 21–2. 
129 Ibid. BOR1/5/A1/7, pp. 87, 138, 152–3, 155–6. 
130 Below (policing). 
131 Kelly's Dir. Oxon. (1939). 
132 For earlier refs, Oxf. Jnl 21 July 1900; OHC, BOR1/5/A1/7, pp. 210, 244.  
133 Above, town bldgs (houses since 1914); OHC, BOR1/5/A1/10, housing cttee 27 May 1949. 
134 Borough of Chipping Norton: The Official Guide (1951), p. 25: copy in OHC, CHIPb/945; below (fire 
fighting).  
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near Shipton-under-Wychwood from 1902 to 1931,135 and in the 1930s a joint planning 

committee with the rural district council and Woodstock borough council,136 while in the 

1940s–50s the town council was represented on the county's planning, highways, and fire 

brigade committees.137 As elsewhere, municipal elections and appointment of the mayor 

were moved from November to May from 1949, by which time there were two women 

councillors who both later served as mayor. The honorary role of mayoress, filled usually by 

the mayor's wife, was filled on those occasions by another female councillor. Statutory 

quarterly meetings and ordinary monthly meetings continued, underpinned by monthly 

meetings of committees for housing, for finance and rating, for water and public health, and 

for roads, allotments, the cemetery, and playing fields, with others established by 1957 for 

homeless families, civil defence, and 'development'. The council also still oversaw the 

accounts of the various municipal charities, while employed staff included a water engineer 

and a range of corporation workmen.138 

 

Town Government Since 1974 

 

Local government reorganization in 1974 left Chipping Norton with a town council of 16 

members each elected for a four-year term, of whom one was annually chosen as mayor. 

The council's powers, as in other former boroughs, were those of an ordinary parish council, 

however, save for the town's right (as a 'successor parish') to retain its ancient insignia, its 

official seal or emblem, and certain municipal property including the town hall, cemetery, 

recreation grounds, and allotments. Housing stock, the guildhall, and the sewage and water 

works were transferred to other bodies, the town becoming (with its rural neighbours) part of 

the new West Oxfordshire District, which assumed many of the council's former functions. In 

2022 town council meetings were held monthly in the council chamber, and a range of 

committees dealt with such issues as planning, health and safety, traffic issues, the 

cemetery and recreation grounds, allotments, the town hall, and grants to voluntary 

organizations. Paid officers comprised the town clerk and her deputy, an accounts clerk, and 

a hall keeper.139 

 

 
135 Below, social hist. (welfare: medical). 
136 OHC, BOR1/15/A2/1–3. 
137 Ibid. BOR1/5/A1/10, finance cttee 30 May 1949. 
138 Ibid. BOR1/5/A1/10–17 (cncil mins 1949–58); Oxon. Dir. (1958–9); mayors' board in CNM. 
139 Local Govt Act 1972 (c. 70); Local Govt Boundary Commission for England, Report No. 3 (1973), 
Table A, p. 11; www.chippingnortontowncouncil.co.uk and www.westoxon.gov.uk (both accessed 
Mar. 2022); below (borough property; town seals). 

http://www.chippingnortontowncouncil.co.uk/
http://www.westoxon.gov.uk/
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Borough Property and Income 

 

To 1835  Until 1607 the town or borough had no independent corporate identity and was 

unable to hold property in its own right,140 notwithstanding the earl of Arundel's alleged grant 

of extensive commons to 'my town' (ville meae) of Chipping Norton possibly in the 1370s.141 

The Guild of the Holy Trinity (founded in 1450) and the town's medieval chantries all 

acquired extensive property in Chipping Norton and elsewhere, however, including scattered 

dwellings and, in the guild's case, the grammar school, almshouse, and guildhall, which was 

built or rebuilt at the market place's north end between 1514 and 1520.142 At the Reformation 

all those premises fell to the Crown and were sold piecemeal, the guildhall (with other 

premises) first to two London agents and, by 1562, to Anthony Ashfield of Barford St 

Michael, who that year sold it to four leading townsmen acting as feoffees for 'the substantial 

and honest men of the town'.143 Two houses and gardens adjoining each other on Church 

Street were similarly sold to town feoffees in 1572 and 1590, when they accommodated the 

school, whose continuance the royal commissioners had authorised in 1548.144 The 

medieval almshouse, said to be adjacent to the school, also continued into the 17th 

century,145 having perhaps been similarly vested in town feoffees. The townsmen  

 

subsequently claimed to have additionally built a new market house (reportedly around the 

1540s) at their own expense, in part using the proceeds from the sale of two church bells,146 

 
140 Above (town govt to 1607). 
141 Not recorded before 1612: TNA, C 93/4/1; OHC, BOR1/14/MS/1, p. 1; above, agric. (agric. 
landscape). 
142 Valor Eccl. II, 180–1; above, town buildings (guildhall); landownership (guild and chantry estates); 
below, social hist. (educ.; welfare: almshos). 
143 Cal. Pat. 1549–51, p. 82; TNA, C 93/4/1; CNM, abstract of title to the guild- or town hall (1842). 
Ashfield may have acquired it quite early. 
144 12th Rep. Com. Char. pp. 257–8; Chant. Cert. pp. 46, 55–6. 
145 TNA, C 93/4/1; below, social hist. (welfare: almshos). Not to be confused with the separate Henry 
Cornish almsho. (built 1640). 
146 TNA, C 22/332/42, deposn of Wm Coles. 

An 18th-century copy of the conveyance 
of the grammar school to town feoffees 
in 1590, similar to the earlier (1562) 
conveyance of the guildhall. Both 
buildings were formally vested in the new 
borough corporation in 1607. 
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and by the early 17th century there were widespread perceptions (albeit mistaken) that 'the 

town' additionally owned the prison and the market place.147 

 The royal charter acquired in 1607 expressly vested the grammar school and its 

endowments in the new corporation,148 and both that and the guildhall were formally 

transferred to it by their surviving feoffees the same year.149 The corporation immediately 

leased the guildhall's lower part (excluding the upper council chamber) to help recoup its 

costs in obtaining the charter and in repairing the building, a move challenged by a royal 

commission into charitable uses in 1612 apparently on the grounds that the income should 

have been at least partly used for charitable purposes. The commissioners accordingly 

ordered a new lease of the ground floor on different terms, perpetually reserving the rent and 

the annual proceeds of a £10 lump sum (part of an earlier entry fine) for distribution to the 

poor by the churchwardens, and thus depriving the corporation of a significant source of 

income. In addition they demanded construction of a new external staircase to the guildhall's 

upper council chamber.150 The 'town hall house' (presumably one of the structures adjoining 

the main building) was still let for the benefit of the poor in 1685, and though the 

arrangement had lapsed by 1824151 the association with poor relief may explain why it was 

the vestry (rather than the corporation) which proposed the guildhall's sale and replacement 

in 1772. The building failed to sell, however, and continued to be used for both council and 

vestry meetings,152 the overseers paying the corporation £5 a year on the vestry's behalf in 

the late 1820s.153 

Some other town property fell within the corporation's remit through its responsibility 

for a growing number of charities. Two 'town houses' on New Street and Church Street 

(mentioned in 1583 and 1616 respectively) were presumably the two cottages whose rents 

were reserved for the poor in 1685–6, along with a West Street cottage which owed a 6s. 8d. 

rent charge to the poor.154 Under the will of the wealthy mercer and burgess Henry Cornish 

(d. 1650) the corporation also became responsible for his newly founded Church Street 

almshouses and for 12 (later six) 'King's Hold' cottages scattered around the town, which 

remained in private ownership, but to which the corporation nominated tenants who 

 
147 Above (town govt to 1607); below (policing: gaols). 
148 OHC, BOR1/1/D/1. 
149 12th Rep. Com. Char. p. 257; CNM, abstract of title to the guild- or town hall (1842). 
150 TNA, C 93/4/1, partly transcribed (1979) in CNM, 'A parte of the Chipping Norton decree'; above, 
town bldgs. The £10 was to be added to the town's 'poor's stock'. 
151 OHC, MS Oxf. Archd. Oxon. c 141, p. 528; 12th Rep. Com. Char. pp. 263–4. 
152 OHC, PAR64/2/A1/1, 24 July 1772; Oxf. Jnl Syn. 6 Oct. 1772; for meetings, e.g. OHC, 
BOR1/5/A1/1–2; ibid. OHC, PAR64/2/A1/1. The council often also met at the White Hart inn, however. 
153 1st Rep. of Commissioners ... into Munic. Corpns: App. Pt 1, p. 171. 
154 OHC, BOR1/14/MS/1, sched. of title deeds (1583 lease by town feoffees); 12th Rep. Com. Char. 
263, 265. The West St rent charge (given by Hen. Cornish) was payable to the overseers, however: 
OHC, MS Oxf. Archd. Oxon. c 141, p. 528. 
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occupied them at unchanging 17th-century rents. The corporation also became responsible 

for four separate cottages or 'almshouses' at Cock's Town's End (at the top of Spring Street 

and Horse Fair), established before 1685 and rebuilt across the street in 1870,155 while at 

enclosure in 1770 it was awarded 20 a. at Southcombe as a poor allotment.156 In addition 

the corporation acquired some freehold cottages in its own right, including at Spring Street or 

Tite End, Cock's Town's End, New Street, and West End.157 

 The corporation's most significant acquisition, however, was its purchase of the 

manor in 1667, which brought it quitrents from most houses in the town and confirmed its 

rights over market and fair tolls and the manorial waste, including roads, commons, and the 

market place.158 Leases of the right to set up market stalls and sheep-pens began almost 

immediately, creating a valuable source of income,159 although the corporation's diversion of 

c.£331 from the town's accumulated charity funds in order to make the purchase led to 

another charity commission enquiry in 1686, which ruled that a proportion of the annual rents 

from stallage, sheep-pens, and cattle tolls was henceforth to be paid to the overseers for 

charitable purposes.160 The Over Norton and Salford manorial rights were sold in the 

1680s,161 and by 1708 the corporation's income from quitrents, tolls, and stallage totalled 

c.£56, with another £4 6s. unpaid.162 Such default on quitrents was a recurring problem, and 

in 1723 the corporation threatened legal action against anyone failing to attend the payment 

days set by the town chamberlains.163 Quitrents were gradually increased through annual 

payments for encroachments on the waste, often for small building extensions fronting the 

market place, while other income included payments for admission of outsiders to trade as 

freemen in the town.164 

The corporation's finances nevertheless remained precarious, necessitating 

borrowing for unexpected costs such as building repairs or lawsuits. Its municipal and 

charitable funds also became increasingly entangled, the loss or mismanagement of some 

charity income requiring it to make up the deficiency from its own resources. Average annual 

income in the years 1828–32 was c.£105, comprising £68 from tollage and quitrents, c.£21 

from admission of freemen, and £16 from charities (including cottage property). Outlay on 

 
155 Above, landownership (guild and chantry est.); below, social hist. (welfare: almshos). 
156 OHC, enclo. award; below, social hist. (welfare: par. charities). 
157 OHC, BOR1/25/D/1 (Spring St); BOR1/2/5D/1 (Towns's End); BOR 1/17/F1/6 (listing 5 council or 
corporation premises c.1840). 
158 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/2, abstr. of title (at end); above, landownership; urban econ. (mkts). Net rental 
income was c.£30: 12th Rep. Com. Char. p. 263. 
159 Above, urban econ. (mkts). 
160 12th Rep. Com. Char. pp. 262–4. 
161 OHC, BOR1/2/3D/1–3; above, landownership. 
162 OHC, BOR1/3/F1 (covering a half-year only on the evidence of cattle tolls). 
163 Ibid. BOR1/5/A1/1, f. 25. 
164 Ibid. BOR1/5/A1/1–2, passim; above (town govt 1607–1835). 
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charities was over £45, alongside £15 spent on corporation business, c.£26 paid to town 

officers and a solicitor, and £11 14s. 1½d. charged annually on the manor under the terms of 

its purchase. The fees charged for admitting freemen were particularly controversial, 

although a government inspector acknowledged that without them the corporation 'would 

long ago have been insolvent', and that members had no choice but 'to ensure ... the 

productiveness of every branch of their income', especially as toll and quitrent income varied 

substantially from year to year.165 

 

From 1835  The new town council established in 1835 could (unlike its predecessor) raise 

rates, thus transforming its finances.166 Nonetheless it continued to administer its existing 

corporate and charitable property, one of its first acts being to investigate its leases and title 

deeds and to compile a new list of quitrents and reserved rents.167 Ownership of the market 

and manorial waste continued to generate income through tolls and through small rents for 

encroachments,168 and in 1879 the corporation offered New Street residents the chance to 

redeem the quitrents on the ground fronting their premises (presumably for gardens), 

following a similar sale to the mill-owner William Bliss.169 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A new town hall was under discussion by 1836, and was eventually built (with a 

sheltered market area underneath) in 1841–2, on the site of the earlier market house at the 

market place's southern end. Corporation property sold to help meet the cost included the 

guildhall, the old market house (sold in lots for demolition with its adjacent ancient elm tree), 

three cottages in West End with associated common rights, and 30 plots of manorial waste, 

which were not to be built on without corporation permission.170 The guildhall was re-

 
165 1st Rep. of Commissioners ... into Munic. Corpns: App. Pt 1, pp. 171–2. 
166 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 1 Mar., 7 Oct. 1836 etc.; BOR1/17/F9/1 (rate assess. bk). 
167 Ibid. BOR1/5/A1/3, 8 Feb., 9 May 1836. 
168 Ibid. BOR1/5/A1/3–4; above, urban econ. (mkts: tolls). 
169 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/4, 11 Oct. 1878, 14 Feb. 1879. 
170 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, s.a. 1836–7, 1841–2; Oxf Jnl 26 Feb. 1842; above, town buildings (public 
bldgs). Later piecemeal sales included land in Lower Swell (Glos,), the guildhall's common rights, and 
(in 1887) a cottage in Spring St and some small roadside building plots: OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 24 May 
1844, 14 Feb. 1845; BOR1/25/D/1. 

The new town hall of 
1842. 
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acquired in 1901 for use as a Technical Institute (its upper part having meanwhile 

accommodated a school),171 and from the later 19th century the council's widening remit led 

to other acquisitions, notably the 3½-a. cemetery off the Worcester road (opened in 1882 on 

land given by William Bliss the previous year),172 the waterworks at Glyme Farm (completed 

1878) and Old Chalford in Enstone parish (completed 1900), and the sewage works just over 

the boundary in Salford (completed 1902).173 By c.1910 the corporation additionally owned a 

yard and two cottages on Burford Road and rented a quarry and the Stretch Pool, besides 

administering the 24-a. William Fowler allotments off Burford Road (vested in the town in 

1892), its own 20-a. Southcombe allotments, and another 43 a. of allotments rented from the 

vicar of Hailey, and bought by the council in the 1940s.174 Council-house building after the 

First and Second World Wars substantially increased its housing stock,175 and by 1951 the 

council was responsible for over 200 council houses as well as the waterworks and sewage 

plant, the town hall and guildhall, the market and cemetery, three miles of street lighting, a 

children's playground off New Street, and the allotments.176 Quit- or encroachment rents 

from premises in the town continued in 1972–3, when (with rent charges and arrears) they 

totalled £114.177 

Local government reorganization in 1973–4 transferred the waterworks and sewage 

works to the new Thames Water Authority (later Thames Water), and the housing stock, the 

guildhall, and oversight of the market to the new West Oxfordshire District Council.178 The 

remaining municipal charitable properties were vested in 1989 in Chipping Norton Welfare 

Charities,179 with the mayor an ex officio trustee. In 2022 the town council retained 

responsibility for the town hall, the war memorial at Rock Hill (opened 1951), the cemetery, 

the closed churchyard, and four recreation grounds, and still administered (as trustees) the 

William Fowler and former Southcombe allotments.180 

 

 

 
171 Bought by the mayor Alb. Brassey on the corporation's behalf: OHC, BOR 1/5/A1/7, pp. 4–5, 101–
2, 115; Oxon. Weekly News 19 June, 14 Aug., 11 Dec. 1901; below, social hist. (educ.). 
172 J. Grantham, The Regulated Pasture (1997), 37–40; below, relig. hist. (churchyard and Worc. Rd 
cemetery). The land was taken from the remaining Common. 
173 Below (water supply and sewerage). The Old Chalford premises included Lidstone mill. 
174 OHC, DV/X/40; Eddershaw, Story, 125 (confusing the Hailey land with a charitable gift of 1786); 
below, social hist. (welfare: par. charities). 
175 Above, devpt of town. 
176 Borough of Chipping Norton: The Official Guide (1951), pp. 11, 25: copy in OHC, CHIPb/945. 
177 OHC, BOR1/25/F1/1. 
178 Eddershaw, Story, 124–5; below (water supply and sewerage). 
179 Below, social hist. (welfare: par. charities). 
180 www.chippingnortontowncouncil.co.uk; Char. Com. website, nos. 203353, 203329; 
www.iwm.org.uk/memorials/item/memorial/31517# (all accessed Apr. 2022). 

http://www.chippingnortontowncouncil.co.uk/
http://www.iwm.org.uk/memorials/item/memorial/31517
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Town Seals and Insignia 

 

Nothing is known of the seal used by the medieval Guild of the Holy Trinity, to which it was 

entitled from its foundation in 1450.181 A corporation seal was authorised under the 1607 

charter, and was enrolled at the herald's visitation of 1634; it was circular, and depicted a 

stylized castle set on a shield, with flanking towers and a tower behind. The surrounding 

legend read 'Sigillum Com(m)une Burgi de Chipping Norton' ('Common Seal of the Borough 

of Chipping Norton').182 By the late 19th century the letters IR (James Rex, i.e. James I) had 

been added above the castle, and the date 'Febr: 1606' had been appended to the Latin 

legend, the charter being dated February 1606 old-style (i.e. 1607). The seal matrix was 

then just over an inch in diameter, and the corporation also had a modern embossing stamp 

copied from the seal.183 The same design was carved on the town war memorial in 1951, 

and was retained as the town badge by the new town council in 1974, the castle fronted by 

green grass and set against a blue-green background.184 No coat of arms was ever 

acquired.  

       The charter also required provision of two silver-gilt maces for the serjeants at mace, 

'engraven and ornamented' with the royal arms.185 The shaft of the surviving one is of that 

date, though the head (with the crown and royal arms) was remodelled during the 

Commonwealth and again at the Restoration, when Charles II's arms were re-attached and 

the whole was surmounted by a new orb and crown.186 Some time after 1835 (when the 

maces ceased to be used) it was acquired by the mill owner William Bliss, whose son 

presented it to the Ashmolean Museum in Oxford in 1915; Oxford University returned it to 

the town council in 1924, by which time the whereabouts of the second mace were 

unknown.187 Ceremonial mayor's robes and a gold chain of office were acquired to mark 

Queen Victoria's Diamond Jubilee in 1897, the chain presented by the MP (and future 

mayor) Albert Brassey of Heythrop Hall.188 Those were amongst items saved from a fire at 

 
181 Cal. Pat. 1446–52, p. 402. 
182 OHC, BOR1/1/D/1–2 (incl. 1634 drawing); Eddershaw, Story, 50. 
183 L. Jewitt and W.H. St John Hope, The Corporation Plate and Insignia of Office of the Cities and 
Corporate Towns of England and Wales (1895), II, 259. The IR lettering on the matrix had been 
defaced, perhaps during the Commonwealth when the royal arms were removed from the surviving 
mace (below). 
184 www.iwm.org.uk/memorials/item/memorial/31517#; www.chippingnortontowncouncil.co.uk (both 
accessed Apr. 2022). 
185 OHC, BOR1/1/D/1. 
186 For detailed description, Jewitt and St John Hope, Corpn Plate, 259–60; illust. in Eddershaw, 
Story, 53. 
187 Cheltenham Chron. 12 Jan. 1924; Lichfield Mercury, 1 Feb. 1924; Kelly's Dir. Oxon. (1895). 
188 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/6, pp. 314, 324, 332; The Standard, 10 June 1897. 

http://www.iwm.org.uk/memorials/item/memorial/31517
http://www.chippingnortontowncouncil.co.uk/
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the town hall in 1950, along with the mace, the mayor's chair, several paintings, and some 

'ancient' pewter plate.189 The town council retained its ancient insignia after 1974.  

 

                                       

 

 

Vestry and Parish Government 

 

Though no vestry minutes are known before 1739,190 some form of parish assembly 

presumably existed from the Middle Ages, overseeing parishioners' expenditure on the 

church and appointing the churchwardens mentioned from the early 16th century. By then 

there were (as later) two churchwardens for Chipping Norton and probably one for Over 

Norton,191 all three of whom were elected annually at the Easter vestry by the 18th century, 

and served usually for a single year. The two Chipping Norton wardens were respectively 

called minister's and people's churchwarden by the 1770s. Their income came primarily from 

church rates, which provided the credit for loans required to fund large-scale church repairs 

in 1824, and which by the 1850s were sometimes replaced or augmented by subscriptions. 

In addition the churchwardens (with the overseers) represented the parish ex officio in 

contracts and leases, and helped administer some of the town's numerous charitable 

endowments.192 Sidesmen were mentioned in the 1630s.193 

 
189 Oxf. Mail 8 Oct. 1952. 
190 OHC, PAR64/2/A1/1 [1739–1856]; ibid. BOR1/17/A2/1 [1816–93]. 
191 Visit. Dioc. Linc. II, 45; OHC, MS Wills Oxon. 184.108; TNA, PROB 11/104/493 (mentioning an 
Over Norton churchwarden in 1604). Four churchwardens impleaded for debt in 1525 were not 
necessarily all in office at the same time: TNA, CP 40/1046. 
192 OHC, PAR64/2/A1/1; ibid. BOR1/17/A2/1. For accts 1807–1907, ibid. PAR64/4/F1/1; for 
subscriptions in lieu of church rates, PAR64/4/F2/1. 
193 Oxf. Ch. Ct Deposns 1634–9, pp. 13, 17. 

Left: The borough  
seal as depicted in 
1634 (OHC, 
BOR1/1/D/2), 
alongside the 
modern town 
badge.  
 
Below left: the 
surviving town 
mace. 
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 Officers appointed for civil purposes included two overseers of the poor (mentioned 

from the early 17th century) and four surveyors of highways, of whom the latter were elected 

in the vestry usually in December or January.194 In 1746 they were allowed expenses of 10s. 

a year, although provision of ale for labourers working on the roads was repeatedly 

disallowed.195 The parish sexton was elected in the vestry every three years, with rival 

candidates often attracting large numbers of voters;196 his duties, taken over in part from the 

earlier bellman or beadle, included maintaining the market house and ringing the curfew bell, 

for which (like the bellman before him) he received the corn tolls of the markets and fairs, 

paying the corporation (as lord) £3 a year under an agreement of 1687.197 In 1802 the 

sexton was allowed the herbage of the churchyard,198 and in 1812 a charitable bequest 

augmented his income (along with that of the parish clerk) by 5s. a year,199 although in 1835 

the office holder was censured for habitual drunkenness.200 Constables were appointed by 

the manor court,201 but in their parish capacity were still closely involved with the vestry, 

which in 1820 ordered the overseers to pay a constables' bill, and in 1831 instructed the 

assistant overseer to authorise constables' payments for relief of vagrants.202 Over Norton, 

which administered its own poor relief, had its own officers,203 appointed apparently in a 

separate township assembly or 'vestry' mentioned sporadically from the 1730s.204 

 The Chipping Norton vestry met several times a year in the 18th and early 19th 

century, either in the church vestry room or (increasingly) in the guildhall. The number of 

signatories varied from under ten to nearly 30, particularly for important poor-law business 

and (in 1754) for a churchwarden election, while over 90 voted in a controversial poll over 

church rates in 1835, and in 1839 another church-rate meeting had to adjourn to the larger 

schoolroom by the church. Business, alongside officer elections, church fabric, and auditing 

of accounts, was increasingly dominated by poor relief, which included decisions about 

weekly allowances and medical care, administration of the pest house, the setting up and 

 
194 TNA, C 93/4/1; Prot. Retns, 84; OHC, PAR64/2/A1/1, passim (also mentioning overseers, but not 
noting their appointments). By 1836 there were only two surveyors of highways. 
195 OHC, PAR64/2/A1/1, 26 Dec. 1746, 12 Feb. 1762/3. 
196 e.g. ibid. 25 June 1741, 26 June 1744, 19 June 1771, 30 June 1777; Oxf. Jnl Syn. 6 July 1777. 
197 OHC, BOR1/13/2D/3; ibid. MS Oxf. Archd. Oxon. c 141, p. 521; above (govt to 1607). In 1723 the 
corpn allowed him materials from the demolished mkt ho.: OHC, BOR1/5/A1/1, f. 22. 
198 OHC, PAR64/2/A1/1, agr. Mich. 1802 (out of sequence). 
199 TNA, PROB 11/1534/296; cf. OHC, MS Wills Oxon. 116/1/33, leaving 2s. for digging a grave and 
ringing the bells in 1703. 
200 OHC, PAR64/2/A1/1, 30 Apr. 1835. 
201 Above. 
202 OHC, BOR1/17/A2/1, 19 Mar. 1820, 5 Mar. 1831. 
203 Below, Over Norton, local govt. 
204 e.g. OHC, PAR64/5/F1/1, 21 Nov. 1737. 
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running of the parish workhouse, and farming of the poor.205 A committee to assist the 

overseers (comprising 12 leading inhabitants) was appointed in 1817, and under the Sturges 

Bourne Acts of 1818–19 a salaried assistant overseer was appointed from 1818 at £30 a 

year, followed in 1820 by establishment of an annually appointed select vestry to deal with 

poor relief. In 1822 (when it had 19 members) that met every other Monday, and though 

discontinued in 1831 it was briefly reinstated in 1835 on the eve of poor-law reform. The 

general vestry, meanwhile, still oversaw some key poor-relief decisions, including specifying 

the assistant overseer's duties and salary, and in 1835 granting the overseers discretion to 

appoint a woman to oversee the poor house. Other business in the 1820s–30s (besides 

elections, church maintenance, and rate-setting and collection) included road repair, lighting 

and watching, provision of new weights and measures, erection of a lodge at the common 

gate, and leasing (by the churchwardens and overseers) of stone-pit allotments vested in the 

parish at enclosure in 1770.206 Some of those activities overlapped with the corporation's 

and manor court's functions,207 although as the same leading inhabitants tended to be 

involved in all three bodies the relationship was generally one of routine cooperation and 

reinforcement. 

 Thereafter the vestry's civil functions were gradually transferred to other bodies. 

Primary responsibility for poor relief passed in 1835 to the new Chipping Norton Poor Law 

Union,208 following which the vestry continued to nominate overseers to the JPs (in this case 

the town mayor and his immediate predecessor), and intermittently appointed an assistant 

overseer, whose salary rose from £10 in 1853 to £40 by 1886. Lighting and watching was 

transferred under the Municipal Corporations Act to a new corporation lighting and watching 

committee, although borough and lighting rates were still raised by the overseers on the 

corporation's instructions, their failure to pay over the lighting rate in 1858 prompting a threat 

of legal action. Two surveyors of highways continued to be appointed until 1873, 

accompanied from 1853 by a salaried assistant surveyor. In 1855 the surveyors were 

authorised to employ a street cleaner after fair days, and in 1856 and 1860 the vestry and 

corporation worked together to negotiate a settlement with the Stow turnpike trust over a 

proposed new tollgate near the station; a case against the surveyors in 1869 (concerning 

Watery Lane) had to be heard by the county rather than the borough magistrates, however, 

since the mayor (as town JP) had a personal interest. Responsibility for roads passed to the 

 
205 OHC, PAR64/2/A1/1; below (par. property); social hist. (welfare: poor relief). Attendees in the 
1760s–70s included the prominent Quaker clockmaker Wm Atkins (cf. C.F.C. Beeson, Clockmaking in 
Oxfordshire, 1400–1850 (3rd edn 1989), 86). 
206 OHC, BOR1/17/A2/1, mentioning a separate select vestry book whose whereabouts are unknown. 
207 e.g. watching and lighting, weights and measures, clearance of nuisances. 
208 Below, social hist. (welfare: poor relief). 
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corporation under the 1872 Public Health Act, and thereafter no parish surveyors were 

appointed.209 

The power to appoint overseers was transferred to the corporation under the 1894 

Local Government Act,210 leaving the vestry responsible solely for church affairs and 

appointment of churchwardens, one of whom was still separately appointed for Over Norton 

in the 1940s.211 No church council existed in 1914 (when sidesmen were sometimes 

appointed),212 but a parochial church council of 11 continued in 2022, along with two 

churchwardens.213 

  
Parish Property   The churchwardens' and overseers' responsibility for poor relief led to 

piecemeal acquisitions of property distinct from that held by the corporation. A parish 

workhouse (now Nos 9–10 Church Street) was built in 1740 using £100 capital from a recent 

charitable bequest, while two cottages south of the town were bought for use as a pest 

house and airing house in 1741 and 1752. The pest-house purchase was completed in 1744 

using £10 capital from another charitable bequest, although arrangements were made (as 

with the workhouse) to ensure that charitable payments continued.214 All those premises 

passed to the new poor-law union in 1835, and in 1838 the vestry agreed to their sale by the 

poor-law guardians, the proceeds extinguishing the parish's remaining financial liabilities on 

the properties.215 Public stone pits awarded at enclosure in 1770 were also vested in the 

parish, and were leased by the churchwardens and overseers, who retained 4 a. in the 

parish in the 1870s.216 Both the churchwardens and overseers additionally shared oversight 

of some charitable property in the town, including a New Street cottage occupied in 1824 by 

parish paupers, and funds left by Henry Cornish for the upkeep of his Church Street 

almshouses.217 

 

 
209 OHC, BOR1/17/A2/1, passim; cf. OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 11 Nov. 1836, 13 Feb. 1837, 14 Aug. 1838, 
12 Feb. 1858 (lighting rates); above (town govt 1835–94). Chadlington Highway District (created 
1863–4) included Over Norton but not the borough: London Gaz. 27 Oct. 1863, p. 5088; 8 Jan. 1864, 
p. 102. 
210 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/6, p. 204. 
211 Banbury Advertiser 19 Nov 1941; below, Over Norton, local govt. 
212 Gore's Visit. p. 125. 
213 www.stmaryscnorton.com; Char. Com. website, no. 1132070 (both accessed Mar. 2022). 
214 OHC, PAR64/2/A1/1, 5 May 1740, 25 Mar. 1744, 27 Mar., 19 Apr. 1752; 12th Rep. Com. Char. pp. 
267–8, 270–1; case re right of pasture, Rowland and Butcher Cottages, 20 Nov. 1840 (in guildhall, 
town clk's safe, 2007); Rosen and Cliffe, Making, 192; Eddershaw, Story, 75. 
215 OHC, BOR1/17/A2/1, 19 July, 26 July, 6 Sept. 1838. 
216 Ibid. enclo. award, p. 38; ibid. BOR1/17/A2/1, 26 Mar. 1824, 1 Sept. 1836; Return of Owners of 
Land: Oxon. (1873), p. 5. 
217 12th Rep. Com. Char. pp. 258–9, 263, 265; below, social hist. (welfare). In 1821 the vestry took 
action to recover 'parish houses' occupied by four named people: OHC, BOR1/17/A2/1, 29 Mar. 1821. 

http://www.stmaryscnorton.com/
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Utilities: Water Supply, Sewerage, Refuse, and Street Lighting218 

 

Water Supply   

 

Until the 19th century the town's water came principally from hillside springs and from private 

wells, pumps, and tanks, and was generally plentiful.219 Spring-fed pipes supplied the New 

Street manor house by the 1670s,220 and the court leet periodically ordered repairs to public 

water sources such as the Horse Pool at the corner of Spring Street and Church Street, and 

troughs in New Street and Church (or Clay) Lane, a function taken over in 1835 by the new 

municipal council.221 The mill owner William Bliss I laid some private pipes in New Street in 

1808,222 and a more extensive system was established in 1863 by James Williams, who with 

the council's agreement laid a series of pipes from springs on his property in Burford Road. 

Those fed standpipes at Burford Corner and the town hall, and supplied water for street 

cleaning and for the town hall's WCs, annual contracts with Williams being negotiated by the 

council. In 1868 the pipes also proved crucial in extinguishing a fire in premises at Lower 

Side.223 Other ad hoc public and private initiatives continued alongside. Bliss's son William 

(d. 1883) explored various potential sources for a more extensive supply in the 1860s, 

besides privately supplying his Diston's Lane cottages from a tank near the Church Street 

almshouses, and sinking an artesian well for his mill.224 Council proposals included providing 

spring-fed cisterns at Tite End (i.e. Spring Street), extending Williams' system with more 

standpipes, and closing specific polluted wells.225 

Rising population and increasingly dense settlement (much of it in overcrowded back 

yards) were by then placing further pressure on supply and increasing the risk of 

contamination,226 and in 1875 the council, with support from the medical officer of health, 

established a committee to investigate obtaining a clean and permanent supply, despite 

some members' opposition on grounds of cost. A proposal by Bliss to use springs on his 

Back Lane property was rejected, and a site was obtained near the springs at Glyme 

 
218 For medical provision and hospitals, below, social hist. (welfare: medical). 
219 Rosen and Cliffe, Making, refs at 254; above, landscape; devpt of town; Lewis's Topog. Dict. 
England (1831 edn), III, 417. For the spring at Spring St or Tite End, Proc. of Geologists' Assoc. 5.7 
(1878), 383; Oxon. Weekly News, 15 Feb. 1922 (new tank there). 
220 Lease of 1674, Rob. Mayor to John Crispe: CNM, abstract of deeds for Brit. Sch. 
221 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/1, f. 163v.; BOR1/3/A1/3, s.a. 1793–4, 1802, 1818–19; BOR1/3/A1/4, 13 Oct. 
1834; BOR1/5/A1/3, 23 May 1836; Rosen and Cliffe, Making, 196–7. 
222 OHC, BOR1/14/MS/1, sched. of corpn deeds, lease to Wm Bliss 11 Oct. 1808. 
223 Oxf Jnl 19 Sept. 1863, 15 Feb. 1868; OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 10 Feb., 12 May 1865; BOR1/5/A1/4, 10 
May, 9 Aug. 1867, 15 May 1868, 28 Jan. 1876 etc. 
224 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/4, 7 July, 4 Aug. 1868, 23 Sept. 1871, 8 Jan., 12 Feb. 1875; BOR1/7/C/1, no. 4. 
The almsho. tank also supplied the vicarage ho.: BOR1/5/A1/4, 14 May 1869. 
225 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/4, 7 July 1868, 12 Feb., 28 Sept., 8 Oct. 1875.  
226 Above, devpt of town. 
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Farm,227 where a new waterworks (including a steam engine and pump) was completed in 

1878, feeding a 400,000-gallon reservoir on the town's east side from which water was 

distributed by gravity through new mains.228 The cost was met by loans of over £6,000 from 

the Public Works Loan Commissioners, secured on the rates.229 Though the scheme was a 

great success a second tank or reservoir had to be added in 1895–6 (at a cost of £900),230 

  

and to increase capacity an additional waterworks was constructed at Old Chalford Farm in 

Enstone in 1900 on land rented from Oriel College, Oxford, requiring an additional loan of 

£3,000.231 Legal challenges by the owners of the adjacent Lidstone mill (who objected to the 

 
227 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/4, 8 Oct., 19 Nov. 1875, 28 Jan., 8 Dec. 1876; BOR1/22/D/1. Bliss offered to 
fund his proposed waterworks and a new public baths as a gift to the town, but his water source was 
presumably thought inadequate. 
228 Oxf Jnl 14 Dec. 1878; for tenders and plans, OHC, BOR1/22/A2/3; BOR1/22/Y/1. Williams' offer to 
sell his own mains network to the corporation was turned down: OHC, BOR1/5/A1/4, 13 Sept., 9 Nov., 
13 Dec. 1878. 
229 OHC, BOR1/22/A2/3, no. 23; OHC, BOR1/5/A1/4, 11 Oct. 1878; Oxon. Weekly News 16 Oct. 
1878, p. 5. 
230 OHC, BOR1/5/A2/1, 5 Nov. 1894, 15 Mar., 3 May, 8 Aug. 1895, 13 Jan. 1896; Kelly's Dir. Oxon. 
(1939 edn). 
231 OHC, BOR1/22/L1/7; BOR1/22/A2/7; Oxon. Weekly News 20 Dec. 1899; Oxf. Jnl 31 Mar., 16 
June, 21 July, 22 Sept. 1900. For earlier water shortages, OHC, BOR1/5/A1/6, p. 53; BOR1/5/A2/1, 
25 Oct. 1895. 

Left: new water mains 
laid as part of the 
Glyme Farm 
waterworks scheme 
in 1877--8 (north to 
the left), with (below) 
details of architectural 
drawings for the 
engine and boiler 
house. (OHC, 
BOR1/22/Y/1) 
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changes in water flow) led to the council also buying the mill, which it leased until its sale in 

1925,232 while further costs were incurred by the need to cover the Old Chalford works' new 

storage tank, following concerns over contamination.233 Not all householders immediately 

connected to the new supply, prompting the council to consider coercion, and in the 1890s 

some were still reliant on potentially contaminated wells.234 Nonetheless in 1899 it was 

reported that there had been no major epidemics in the town since the supply became 

available.235 

The council ran the waterworks directly until the 1970s, augmenting the supply in 

1941–3 and building a large new water tower.236 Responsibility passed in 1974 to the new 

Thames Water Authority, privatised in 1989 as Thames Water Utilities Ltd. Thames Water 

continued to supply the area in 2022.237 

 

Drainage, Sewerage, and Refuse Collection 

 

The town's hillside location meant that surface water (and potentially sewage) drained from 

the higher ground into the lower town from the outset, flowing eventually into the Common 

Brook in the valley.238 Drainage was facilitated from an early date by stone gutters, drains, 

and culverts, the court leet periodically ordering the constables to make repairs, or 

threatening fines in the case of nuisances caused by damaged private drains.239 After the 

court's demise in 1847 the reformed town council maintained (and sometimes enlarged or 

extended) the town's drains and sewers, including one along High Street,240 while in 1869 

the vestry agreed that the parish would contribute to culverting two open sewers along 

Watery Lane.241 Open cesspools remained a major concern in 1865, and a few years later 

the council pressed for a newly dug cesspit on Back Lane to be connected to the public 

drain.242 

 
232 Oxf Jnl 17 Feb. 1900; OHC, BOR1/22/L2/3–13; BOR1/5/A1/7, pp. 50, 104, 117–19, 122, 139, 170, 
219–20, 311, 497, 563; ibid. E228/1/D/40. 
233 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/7, pp. 124–7, 154, 163, 177. 
234 Ibid. BOR1/5/A1/4, 13 June 1879; BOR1/5/A1/6, 9 Nov. 1895; BOR1/5/A1/7, p. 595. 
235 Oxon. Weekly News 20 Dec. 1899. 
236 OHC, BOR1/22/N/2–4; BOR1/5/A1/10–17; Borough of Chipping Norton: The Official Guide (1951), 
p. 25. 
237 Water Act 1973, c. 37; https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Thames_Water (accessed May 2022). 
238 Above, landscape; devpt of town; Oxon. Weekly News 20 Dec. 1899. 
239 Rosen and Cliffe, Making, 40, 141; OHC, BOR1/13/1D/24 (mentioning a water gutter near the 
guildhall in 1689); BOR1/3/A1/1, s.a. 1761, 1771; BOR1/3/A1/3, s.a. 1793, 1801–2, 1819; 
BOR1/3/A1/4, s.a. 1829. 
240 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 14 Feb. 1851; BOR1/5/A1/4, 9 May, 13 June, 10 Oct. 1873; BOR1/5/A2/1, pp. 
13, 15, 46. 
241 Ibid. BOR1/17/A2/1, 26 Aug. 1869. 
242 Ibid. BOR1/5/A1/3, 11 Aug. 1865; BOR1/5/A1/4, 14 Feb. 1879. 
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 The 'imperative necessity' of improving the town's sanitation was fully acknowledged 

by 1875, when the mill owner William Bliss argued (successfully) that a clean water supply 

should take precedence over drainage, partly to ensure an adequate supply for flushing the 

sewers in summer.243 The waterworks' opening led to a marked increase in the number of 

water closets over the following 20 years,244 but otherwise little was done until 1895, when 

the Thames Conservancy Board complained of increasing pollution of the Common Brook 

(and consequently of the rivers Evenlode and Thames) from the sewers' main outfalls, which 

was exacerbated by trade waste from the Bliss tweed mill, Hitchman's brewery, and Bowens' 

tan yard. Initial plans for a system of tanks to trap the solid waste and purify the water before 

it entered the stream were judged inadequate,245 and faced with legal action by the 

Conservancy the council engaged an engineer to explore its options, resulting in the 

construction in 1900–2 of a sewage treatment plant in neighbouring Salford parish on land 

acquired for the purpose. Complete re-sewering was avoided, the new sewers being 

connected to the existing system. Even so the final cost exceeded £13,000 (compared with 

an 1896 estimate of under £3,000), raised, as with the waterworks, through government-

sanctioned loans repayable over 30 years, and inevitably prompting local controversy.246 Not 

all householders immediately saw the need to join the system, causing the council (as with 

the water supply) to consider coercion,247 and in 1910 industrial waste from the tweed mill, 

brewery, and tan yard prompted further complaints from the Conservancy.248 Nonetheless 

the scheme overall was a success.249 

 The council operated the sewage works until its transfer to the Thames Water 

Authority in 1973, periodically extending and updating it in response to urban growth and 

(sometimes) renewed pollution.250 In 2021 Thames Water, by then a privatized company, 

was accused of releasing untreated sewage from the treatment plant into the river on several 

occasions, alongside numerous infractions at other sites.251 

 
243 Ibid. BOR1/7/C/1, no. 6; BOR1/5/A1/4, 23 Apr. 1875. 
244 Ibid. BOR1/21/A1/1. 
245 Ibid. BOR1/5/A2/1, 26 Aug., 25 Oct. 1895, 5 May, 26 June 1896; BOR1/5/A1/6, pp. 234–5; 
BOR1/21/A1/1. 
246 Oxon. Weekly News 20 Dec. 1899, 24 Jan., 7 Feb., 17 Oct. 1900, 15 Jan., 3 Sept. 1902, 25 Mar. 
1903; OHC, BOR1/21/A1/1; BOR1/21/D/1; BOR1/21/N/4–5; BOR1/5/A1/7, pp. 21–2, 32, 43, 55, 71, 
75, 115, 153, 157, 187–91, 197–8, 210–11, 221, 244, 287. 
247 Oxon. Weekly News 26 Nov. 1902. 
248 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/8, pp. 1–2, 4, 10; for earlier problems, e.g. Oxon. Weekly News 3 Sept. 1902. 
249 Oxon. Weekly News 25 Mar. 1903. 
250 e.g. OHC, BOR1/21/C/11–20; BOR1/21/N/6–8; BOR1/21/A1/4–5; BOR1/21/F3/6–11; 
BOR1/5/A1/17, public health cttee 31 May 1957; Borough of Chipping Norton: The Official Guide 
(1951), p. 25. 
251 Oxf Mail 11 Oct. 2021. 
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 Clearance of more general refuse was enforced first through the court leet252 and 

later by the municipal council (acting from 1872 as urban sanitary authority),253 which 

entered into contracts for street watering and cleaning, rubbish disposal, and carting of night 

soil, the street watering costs met from 1868 from the lighting rate. By the 1870s it provided 

a site for the town rubbish tip,254 located in 1895 in a field near the Hailey allotments, and in 

the early 20th century (by arrangement with the field reeves) on part of the Common or 

Regulated Pasture.255 Weekly collections were made by 1900.256 The council continued to 

oversee refuse collection until 1974, when responsibility passed to the new West 

Oxfordshire District Council.257  

 

 

Street Lighting, Gas, and Electricity   

 

Public street lamps existed by 1813, when the beadle or watchman (appointed by the court 

leet) doubled as lamplighter. Three more lamps were added in 1817 at New Street, Burford 

Lane, and near the Blue Boar on Goddard's Lane, and two years later the jury suggested 

that the constables (who provided the oil) should install others, referring the matter to the 

bailiffs as town magistrates.258 

 After municipal reform in 1835 the council's new watching and lighting committee 

began negotiations with the proprietors of the new town gasworks (opened in 1837), who 

agreed to supply and light 24 gas-lamps.259 Thereafter the committee re-negotiated the 

contract annually, the costs met from the new lighting rate. Lamps were lit during the darker 

months only and not on moonlit nights, with most extinguished before midnight and only two 

or three left burning until dawn.260 Their number was periodically increased (sometimes 

 
252 OHC, BOR1/14/MS/1 (1628 bylaws); BOR1/3/A1/1, 24 Oct. 1737 (Quarter Session), 21 Oct. 1771; 
BOR1/3/A1/3, 22 Oct. 1792, 21 Oct. 1799, 19 Oct. 1801, 18 Oct. 1802 (incl. appointment of 
scavenger).  
253 Above (town govt 1835–94). Even so an inspection in 1865 discovered heaps of ashes and 
putrefying vegetable matter, blamed on an officer's neglect: OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 11 Aug 1865. 
254 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 11 Nov. 1836, 12 May 1865; BOR1/5/A1/4, 10 May 1867, 8 May 1868, 9 Nov. 
1872; BOR1/5/A1/6, pp. 6, 23, 232–3; BOR1/5/A2/1, 22 June, 26 Aug. 1895; BOR1/5/A1/7, pp. 274, 
276, 288, 310; Oxon. Weekly News 16 Oct. 1878, p. 5. 
255 OHC, BOR1/5/A2/1, 22 June 1895; BOR1/5/A1/7, p. 372; BOR1/5/A2/2, 23 Jan. 1907; Oxf Jnl 21 
July 1900. 
256 Oxf Jnl 16 June 1900. 
257 Borough of Chipping Norton: The Official Guide (1951), p. 25; www.westoxon.gov.uk (accessed 
May 2022). 
258 OHC, BOR1/3/A1/3, 18 Oct. 1813, 20 Oct. 1817, 18 Oct. 1819. 
259 Ibid. BOR1/5/A1/3, 18 Jan., 8 Feb., 1 Mar., 10 June, 21 July, 25 Oct., 11 Nov., 17 Nov. 1836. For 
gasworks, above, devpt of town (1835–1914); urban econ. (trades and ind. 1800–1900). 
260 e.g. OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 12 Feb., 14 Aug., 9 Nov. 1838; BOR1/5/A1/6, pp. 3–4; BOR1/5/A2/1, 9 
July 1895. 
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following petitions from residents), taking in outlying streets,261 and by 1894 there were 67 

lamps including two 'large' ones and four lit all night, supplemented by a few remaining oil 

lamps.262 The town-hall clock was added to the contract in 1849, though lamps at the railway 

station remained the railway company's responsibility.263 

Council complaints about uncleaned lamps, inadequate gas supply, or lamps left unlit 

led occasionally to rebates,264 and in 1884–5 the council entered negotiations to purchase 

the gasworks,265 although the sale fell through. Following the failure of a successor company 

in 1910 (during whose ownership gas supply and lighting had reportedly gone ‘from bad to 

worse’), the council again sought either to acquire the works or (if that proved unfeasible) to 

build a new one, prompting a Local Government Board enquiry and considerable 

controversy amongst inhabitants concerned about the impact on the rates. By then the 

corporation had already borrowed £25,316 for its various improvement schemes, although 

the council’s defenders pointed out that much had already been paid off, and argued that a 

municipal works offered ratepayers the best deal.266 The council’s application to obtain the 

requisite legal powers was nevertheless refused,267 and from 1911 it continued to negotiate 

with private (and from 1949 nationalized) gas providers on the earlier pattern.268 

 Electric street lighting was introduced in 1906, following an abortive attempt five 

years earlier. The council’s initial contractor was the local tradesman Harry Bunting, who 

with the council’s agreement laid cables through the town and installed new street lamps, 

with mixed results.269 A few lamps on Worcester Road were still gas-lit in 1909, and in 1911 

the council installed three new oil lamps on Burford Road;270 otherwise electricity remained 

the primary form of street lighting thenceforth, despite continued problems.271 Bunting’s 

successor was bankrupted in 1910 along with the affiliated gas company,272 prompting 

discussion as to whether the council should acquire the electricity undertaking. In the end 

the offer to buy was rejected,273 and as with gas the council continued to deal with the 

successor company and (after 1949) with the Southern Electricity Board, including for 

 
261 e.g. ibid. BOR1/5/A1/3, 9 Nov., 19 Nov. 1842; BOR1/5/A1/4, 9 Aug. 1867, 14 Jan. 1876, 13 June 
1879. 
262 Ibid. BOR1/5/A2/1, 9 July 1895; BOR1/5/A1/6, p. 6 (oil lamps). 
263 Ibid. BOR1/5/A1/3, 9 Nov. 1849; BOR1/5/A1/6, p. 3. 
264 e.g. ibid. BOR1/5/A1/3, 12 Feb. 1838, 16 Feb. 1853. 
265 Ibid. BOR1/28/C/6; BOR1/28/D/2. 
266 Oxon. Weekly News 29 Mar. 1911; for the companies, above, urban econ. (trades and ind. 1800–
1900; 1900–45). An offer to purchase the works in 1905 was rejected: OHC, BOR1/5/A1/7, p. 449. 
267 Oxon. Weekly News 19 July 1911. 
268 e.g. OHC, BOR1/27/A1/3, pp. 72, 83, 89. 
269 Ibid. BOR1/5/A1/7, pp. 106–7, 114–15, 247, 260, 263 (abortive 1901–3 scheme); ibid. pp. 463, 
520–6, 531–4, 565, 604–5; ibid. BOR1/27/A2/1–2. 
270 OHC, BOR1/27/A1/3, pp. 45–6, 74, 80; BOR1/27/A2/4. 
271 Oxon. Weekly News 11 Jan., 8 Nov., 27 Dec. 1911. 
272 Above, urban. econ. (trades and ind. 1900–45). 
273 Oxon. Weekly News 29 Mar. 1911, p. 4; OHC, BOR1/27/A1/3, pp. 68–9. 
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domestic supply.274 Responsibility for street lighting remained with the corporation in 1951, 

passing to the county council (except on some private housing developments) in 1974.275 

 

Policing, Gaols, and Administration of Justice  

 

Until 1835 the town's chief peace-keeping officers were the constables and tithingmen 

appointed at the court leet, supplemented from 1607 by the serjeants at mace and, by the 

18th and early 19th centuries, by the annually appointed bellman or beadle and night 

watchman. Under the 1607 charter they became answerable to the bailiffs as JPs for the 

borough, while the newly established borough quarter sessions (over which the bailiffs 

presided) heard petty offences not involving loss of life or limb.276 Punishments occasionally 

meted out within the town included whipping, confinement in the stocks, brief imprisonment 

in the town gaol (usually for refusal to find sureties for good behaviour or for a future court 

appearance), and, most commonly, fines. Cases were regularly referred to the county 

quarter sessions or to the assizes, however, with some transgressors transferred to Oxford 

gaol pending trial, and though the bailiffs continued to convict minor offenders no jury trials 

were held in the town itself by the later 18th century.277 In 1819 the court leet jury asked the 

borough magistrates to instruct the constables to clamp down on antisocial behaviour, and in 

1821 it suggested that the magistrates should appoint special constables.278 

 The new municipal borough established in 1835 retained its own magistrates and 

petty sessions, the mayor and his immediate predecessor becoming magistrates ex officio, 

and the council successfully petitioning to appoint additional magistrates as needed.279 By 

the 1850s petty sessions were held in the town hall once a week, and continued there in the 

1930s when there were nine borough magistrates including the mayor and former mayor.280 

A legal judgement in 1893 confirmed that the borough formed a separate petty sessional 

division within the county, ruling that the town clerk (in his capacity as justices' clerk) should 

thenceforth be appointed by the Bench and should be paid by the county council, which was 

 
274 Oxon. Weekly News 8 Nov. 1911; OHC, BOR1/27/A2/5; BOR1/27/C/7; BOR1/27/F4/1; 
BOR1/5/A1/17. 
275 Borough of Chipping Norton: The Official Guide (1951), p. 25; www.oxfordshire.gov.uk (accessed 
May 2022). 
276 Above (govt to 1607; govt 1607–1835). For policing of vagrants by the constables of Chadlington 
hundred, Cal. SP Dom. 1547–80, p.  418. 
277 Above (govt 1607–1835); 1st Rep. of Commissioners ... into Munic. Corpns: App. Pt 1, p. 171. For 
summary convictions with no jury, e.g. OHC, QS/CC/1812/Mic/1 (fine for purchase of oats contrary to 
statute). 
278 OHC, BOR1/3/A1/3, 18 Oct. 1819, 15 Oct. 1821; below, social hist. (1800–1914: govt and politics). 
279 Municipal Corporations Act, 5 & 6 Wm IV, c. 76, s. 57 and Sched. B; OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 22 Feb. 
1836, 8 May 1837, 14 May 1838.  
280 Gardner's Dir. Oxon. (1852); Kelly's Dir. Oxon. (1883–1939 edns). 
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to receive the fines and fees previously paid to the borough.281 As earlier, the sessions dealt 

with petty misdemeanours including drunkenness, assault, disorderly behaviour, vagrancy, 

stray dogs, theft, animal cruelty, and (once at least) desertion from the army, leading to fines 

or, in more serious cases, commitment to Oxford gaol for referral to the county sessions or 

the assizes.282 

 Separate sessions for the Chadlington Petty Sessional Division (covering 29 

surrounding places including Over Norton) were also held fortnightly in the town by the late 

1840s, at first in the town hall (by arrangement with the borough council), then from 1865 in 

the new police station, site in 1873 of the infamous trial of the so-called 'Ascott Martyrs'. The 

County Court, too, created under the County Courts Act of 1846, met monthly in the town 

hall from 1847 and continued there in the 1930s, a new judge's room having been provided 

in 1867.283 The Chipping Norton County Court ceased in 1969,284 and though new national 

legislation in 1973 initially retained the Chipping Norton petty sessional division, no new town 

magistrates' court was ever established.285 

 Responsibility for policing passed in 1836 to a watch committee set up by the new 

borough council, which appointed a sergeant and constable (both outsiders) nominated by 

the secretary of state. Their salaries came partly from borough funds, and the rest from 

private subscriptions and from nearby parishes (initially within a four-mile radius) which 

chose to join in. Occasional additional duties, laid down by the council and watch committee, 

included distribution of bylaws amongst householders, oversight of the stocks, fire engine, 

and weights and measures, and (briefly) inspection of nuisances.286 The scheme was 

generally considered a success,287 despite occasional assaults on officers, and a death in 

custody (caused by beating with a truncheon during arrest) in 1845, which sparked a riot and 

intervention by the Oxfordshire Yeomanry.288 By then many of the parish contributions were 

heavily in arrears, and from 1847 there was funding for only a single officer, with additional 

help provided at the statute fairs.289 

 
281 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/6, pp. 40–3, 55–7. 
282 Ibid. BOR1/16/A2/1; BOR1/4/F2/2; BOR1/4/A3/1; Oxon. Weekly News, 3 Sept. 1902. 
283 Gardner's Dir. Oxon. (1852); Kelly's Dir. Oxon. (1883–1939 edns); OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 4 Feb. 
1847, 15 Feb. 1849, 23 Oct. 1851, 11 Aug. 1865, 18 Oct. 1865; BOR1/5/A1/4, 10 May 1867. For the 
'Ascott Martyrs' trial, below, social hist. (1800–1914: govt and politics). 
284 OHC, CCT7 (Chipping Norton County Ct records 1883–1969). 
285 The Local Government (Petty Sessional Divisions etc.) Order 1973, sched. 2; BBC News 16 June 
2011 (www.bbc.co.uk/news/uk-england-oxfordshire-13788858, accessed Apr. 2022).  
286 OHC, BOR1/16/A1/1–2; BOR1/16/A2/2 (listing 11 parish subscriptions); BOR1/5/A1/3, 2 Aug. 
1836, 8 May 1837, 14 Feb. 1845, 18 Sept. 1855; L. Woodley, A History of the Chipping Norton 
Borough Police 1836–57 (Police history monograph 6, 2007). The beadle and watchman were paid 
off. 
287 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 20 Jan. 1857. 
288 Woodley, Borough Police, 7–13; below, social hist. (1800–1914: govt and politics). 
289 OHC, BOR1/16/A1/1; BOR1/5/A1/3, 23 Nov. 1843, 11 Nov. 1844, 14 May, 20 May, 13 Aug., 30 
Aug. 1847. 
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In 1856 the council agreed to merge its force with the new county constabulary 

(established the following year),290 and in 1864 the police superintendent lived on New 

Street.291 A police station was built on the town's northern edge in 1865 (replacing a 'station 

house' possibly under the town hall),292 and by 1883 the superintendent had three 

constables, supplemented before 1920 by a woman constable and a sergeant.293 The station 

continued in use after Oxfordshire Constabulary's absorption into the new Thames Valley 

Constabulary in 1968, but was sold in 2019 when the Chipping Norton Neighbourhood 

Policing Team moved to the fire station on Burford Road, and remained vacant and boarded 

up 3 years later. The change formed part of a wider programme of rationalization which it 

was claimed would have no impact on frontline policing in the town.294 

 

Gaols, Lock-Ups, and Stocks   Chipping Norton manor had a prison probably by 1302, 

overseen apparently by manorial bailiffs.295 That or a successor continued in the early 16th 

century, and was allegedly replaced c.1567 by a new prison adapted from a butcher's shop, 

which the lord Michael Chadwell rebuilt c.1605 with a shop and a meeting room above. By 

then, however, it was increasingly seen as a town prison by leading townsmen,296 who 

before the Chadwells' arrival seem to have claimed some control over it, although the key 

was said to be held usually by the constable.297 The prison was expressly granted to the 

corporation under the 1607 charter and remained in use in 1722, when it abutted the market 

place at the southern end of Middle Row.298 By 1833, however, it had been replaced by a 

ground-floor lock-up in the guildhall, used for custody of prisoners before their transfer to 

Oxford gaol.299 The base of the former market cross was reportedly used to chain prisoners 

to at the prison from 1798 to 1808.300 

 The guildhall was sold in 1842,301 but a lock-up there or elsewhere continued in use 

until two new cells were constructed in the open area under the replacement town hall in 

 
290 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 21 Nov. 1856, 22 May 1857; BOR1/16/A1/1, s.a. 1856. 
291 PO Dir. Oxon. (1864 edn), s.v. Howarth. 
292 Above, town bldgs (public bldgs); for the 'station ho.', OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 13 Aug. 1847, 1 Mar. 
1853, 11 May 1855. 
293 Kelly's Dir. Oxon. (1883 and later edns). 
294 Banbury Guardian 20 June 2019; Oxf. Mail 30 Apr. 2021. 
295 Cal. Inq. p.m. IV, 53; Cal. Pat. 1385–9, 357; above (govt to 1607). Its description as 'the king's 
prison' in 1387 may simply reflect the fact that the manor was then in royal custody, although it was 
sometimes still so called c.1607: TNA, STAC 8/112/1, deposns. 
296 TNA, STAC 8/162/7; STAC 8/112/1; ibid. C 21/C34/12; C 22/332/42. 
297 Ibid. C 1/799/4; C 1/31/502; C 21/C34/12, Wm Heathcote deposn (key).  
298 OHC, BOR1/1/D/1; BOR1/14/MS/1, bylaws (also mentioning a ho. of correction); BOR1/2/4D; 
TNA, PROB 11/194/508 (still mentioning the shop and chamber above in 1645). 
299 1st Rep. of Commissioners ... into Munic. Corpns: App. Pt 1, p. 171; Oxf Jnl 26 Feb. 1842. 
300 Undated typescript in CNM, citing a poem marking the stone's return to the mkt place 25 Apr. 
1808. 
301 Above (borough property). 
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1852, with a constable's room adjoining. Their use was shared with the county, which took 

out at a 21-year lease at £15 a year, and undertook to furnish them.302 The arrangement 

ended in 1865 when the county magistrates took over the cells and magistrates' rooms in 

the new police station, and in 1867 (after two years' negotiation and legal wranglings) it was 

agreed that the borough magistrates could share the police station facilities, the town hall 

cells being replaced by a reading room and other accommodation.303 

 

 Town stocks were mentioned intermittently from the 18th century,304 and in 1837 

were to be repaired and placed near the market house. Whether that was done is unclear, 

since only seven years later a new set was to be acquired and fixed under the new town hall. 

They were last used a few years later.305 

 

Fire Fighting 

 

Under bylaws agreed in 1628 ladders, hooks, and at least 20 leather fire buckets were to be 

kept at the guildhall and inspected quarterly, while another six buckets were given by an 

inhabitant before 1685.306 An 'engine' used at a fire in 1767 belonged presumably to the 

corporation, which in 1837 ordered that a successor should be housed in the guildhall's 

ground floor under the supervision of the borough police officers, one of whom kept the 

key.307 Surrounding parishes paid for its occasional use, and in 1843 'the different fire 

officers connected with the town' were asked for contributions towards new hosing, while in 

1849 insurance agencies in the town were asked to subscribe towards a truck for carrying 

the engine to outside places.308 By then it was presumably housed under the new town hall, 

 
302 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 23 Oct. 1851, 9 Nov. 1852, 1 Mar. 1853; for a 'lockup ho.' in 1845, 
Northampton Mercury 22 Nov. 1845. 
303 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 11 Aug., 9 Nov. 1865; BOR1/5/A1/4, 9 Nov., 17 Dec. 1866, 8 Feb., 19 Mar. 
1867; above, town bldgs (town hall).  
304 OHC, BOR1/3/A1/1, 2 Apr. 1722; BOR1/3/A1/3, 6 Oct. 1772. 
305 Ibid. BOR1/5/A1/3, 8 May 1837, 9 Feb. 1844; Eddershaw, Story, 106. 
306 OHC, BOR1/14/MS/1; ibid. MS Oxf. Archd. Oxon. c 141, p. 528. 
307 Oxf Jnl 2 Jan. 1768; OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 8 May 1837. Corporation oversight was through the 
watch committee: OHC, BOR1/16/A1/1, 12 Nov. 1847, 31 Oct. 1848. 
308 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 9 Nov. 1843, 11 Feb. 1848, 3 Sept. 1849. 

The former police station on the town's 
northern edge, built in 1865 (incorporating 
cells and magistrates' rooms), and sold in 
2019. (Photograph 2022.) 
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the guildhall having been sold (with its engine house and lock-up) in 1842.309 From 1857 the 

engine was in the care of a corporation superintendent paid £2 a year from the borough 

fund, his wages being sometimes withheld until he had satisfactorily repaired or tested it.310 

The catastrophic fire at William Bliss's tweed mill in 1872 was attended not only by the 

corporation engine but by engines owned by the County Fire Office and Bliss's firm, the 

alarm having been sounded by a church bell.311 

 Fire fighting was put on a firmer footing in 1877–8, when a new engine was acquired 

by subscription, a volunteer brigade (overseen by a new council committee) was formed, 

and a new fire station was built at Burford Corner, with an alarm bell at the town hall rung by 

an external rope.312 The new water supply system completed in 1878 included fire hydrants 

throughout the town,313 and a mobile fire escape and hose cart were acquired in 1895,314 

while under the 1901 Factory and Workshops Act the council's fire brigade committee also 

advised on fire prevention, notably at the Bliss tweed mill.315 The station was moved to 

premises on West Street (away from an earlier dangerous road junction) c.1900–3, when the 

brigade had 20 volunteers plus officers,316 and in 1933 a new motorised fire engine was 

acquired by subscription.317 Responsibility passed in 1941 to the National Fire Service, and 

in 1948 to the county council, which built a new fire station on Burford Road in 1969.318 That 

continued in 2022 as an on-call station staffed part-time, equipped with two engines.319 

 

 
309 Oxf Jnl 26 Feb. 1842; above (borough property). 
310 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/3, 14 Aug. 1857; BOR1/5/A1/4, 9 Aug. 1867, 10 Aug. 1868, 13 Aug. 1869, 8 
Aug., 12 Sept. 1873. 
311 Oxf. Jnl 10 Feb 1872. 
312 OHC, BOR1/5/A1/4, 8 Dec. 1876, 8 June, 14 Dec. 1877, 11 Jan., 12 Apr., 12 July, 11 Oct. 1878, 
10 Jan. 1879; BOR1/26/L/2; Oxf Jnl 21 Sept. 1878; Kelly's Dir. Oxon. (1883 edn). The old engine was 
retained and renovated. 
313 Oxf Jnl 14 Dec. 1878. 
314 OHC, BOR1/5/A2/1, pp. 40–1, 50–1. 
315 Ibid. BOR1/5/A1/7, pp. 265–6, 331–2. 
316 Kelly's Dir. Oxon. (1903 and later edns); OHC, BOR1/5/A1/6, pp. 530, 559; Oxon. Weekly News, 7 
Feb. 1900. 
317 Meades, Hist. 111; The Borough of Chipping Norton: the Official Guide (6th edn. [c.1930s], p. 12: 
copy in OHC. 
318 Fire Services Act 1947, 10 & 11 Geo. VI, c. 41; Brooks, Pevsner N&W, 258. A joint Rural 
District/Woodstock fire committee operating 1938–41 did not involve the borough: VCH Oxon. XII, 
399; OHC, BOR4/35/A1/1. 
319 www.oxfordshire.gov.uk (accessed May 2022). 

The present-day Chipping Norton fire 
station, built in 1969. 
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Parliamentary Representation 

 

Chipping Norton sent representatives to parliament in 1302 and 1305 only, a reflection of its 

uncertain borough status.320 The 1884–5 Redistribution of Seats Act brought it within the 

county's Northern or Banbury Division, whose Conservative MP Albert Brassey (of nearby 

Heythrop) served as mayor of Chipping Norton from 1898 to 1902. The town was transferred 

to the newly created Witney parliamentary constituency in 1983.321 

 

 
320 F. Palgrave (ed.), Parl. Writs, I (Rec. Com. 1827), 125, 149; W.R. Williams, Parl. Hist. Oxon. 1213–
1899 (1899), 173–4; above (town govt to 1607). Claims that the town sent members in 1353 and was 
formally exonerated in 1377 (Meades, Hist. 31; Eddershaw, Story, 24) seem mistaken: Reports from 
the Lords Committees Touching the Dignity of a Peer (1829), IV. 598–601; Return of the Name of 
Every Member of the Lower House of Parliament 1213–1874 (1878), I, 154; Cal. Pat. 1364–7, 246, 
correcting a misreading in Cal. Rotulorum Patentium (Rolls Ser. 1802), p. 181 (actually dated 1366). 
321 https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Banbury (UK_Parliament_constituency) (accessed May 2022); 
Youngs, Admin. Units, I, 755–6; Parliamentary Constituencies (England) Order 1983. For Brassey as 
mayor, OHC, BOR1/5/A1/6, p. 418; BOR1/5/A1/7, p. 232; below, social hist. (1800–1914). 


